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Abstract 
According to James Hall, ‘the relationship between making and teaching art 
remain[s] ripe for exploration’. There is a distinction, even a tension, between the 
perceptions of what it means to be an art teacher and what it means to be an artist, 
in the minds of both the artist and the teacher, and of the community at large. 
Therefore, as Hall says, ‘negotiating a new identity that integrates the teacher self 
or persona with the artist self is not a straightforward or always comfortable 
process'. This leads to questions of whether and to what extent art teachers with 
little formal schooling in art can use their professional training and experience to 
establish an artistic identity. Presupposing that art teachers can transition to 
teacher-artists prompts further investigation into how this artistic identity can be 
defined in terms of authentic and personal practice, and what the key features of 
creating this identity are. 
Using a hybrid of practice-based and autoethnographic research and critical 
self-reflective methods, I have explored the inner and outer practices of myself as 
teacher and artist during a three-year period in which I aimed to create an authentic 
artistic practice. The research tracked and analysed the evolution of my artistic 
practice and the relationship between my personal pedagogy and the creation of an 
artistic identity through making art. 
The results of my research comprise an exhibition entitled Lamina (held in April 
2015) (weighting 60%) and an exegesis (weighting 40%). The multimedia exhibition 
consisted of digital photography, installation and printmaking that satisfy my 
interpretation of authentic personal practice. The exegesis delineates the 
autoethnographic process over the three years of the study and proposes 
conditions that may encourage art teachers in developing a concurrent and 
significant art practice. These conditions have been identified as the need for an 
artist-self, mindful time and space, tolerance for uncertainty, mentoring, and 
privileging the process. The research may be useful for those art educators seeking 
to negotiate new identities as artists. 
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Chapter 1   Looking Back, Looking Forward 
Background To The Study: Personal Context 
As a child growing up in Brisbane, I always knew I would be a teacher. My only 
independent, adult, female role models were my teachers. Education would be the 
means for me to get to where they were. I loved making things. Arts and crafts filled 
my holidays (sewing, knitting, making functional objects), and my parents attributed 
great value to practical activities. 
My father was a self-taught mechanic and my mother was a factory worker. I was 
the first in my family to finish high school, but this was not without controversy. At 
the end of year 10, my father expected me to get a job. He saw my insistence on 
finishing school as an indulgence. However, I persisted, and I was 17 when I 
eventually left home and took my first step towards independence. To support 
myself financially, I took up a screen-printing apprenticeship. The men I worked 
with were such chauvinists that I quit in tears, but fortunately this led to my 
enrolment at what was then referred to as teachers college. 
While my fellow art education students elected to do ceramics and painting, I 
thought Alternative Education, Behaviour Management and independent studies in 
Psychology would be more practical, and studied these. I was determined to be a 
good teacher and ensure I had the knowledge I needed. On teaching practicums I 
worked long hours preparing lessons that focused first on managing students and 
second on art creation. As a school student I had regularly witnessed the ‘class out 
of control’ and was not about to have this happen to me. 
In my teaching career I found a positive professional identity. I taught in eight state 
high schools over 30 years, taking every opportunity to improve my teaching 
through professional development programs such as Excellence in Teaching and 
Productive Pedagogies. My commitment to social justice enabled me to take up the 
chair of a Gender Equity Committee at Kawana State High School and management 
of a students’ human rights group at Mountain Creek State High School. 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
Karen Stevens  1 
I had been helping to raise my three stepchildren, but at the age of 30 I became a 
mother to my only daughter. My identity as mother has been foremost of my 
passions, and although being a mother ignited my creative impulses, I felt these 
could not be realise these - I could not envision a life that could fit in mothering, 
teaching and a creative practice. 
I founded the Creative Industries faculty at Mountain Creek State High School, one 
of the largest high schools in Queensland, and for 16 years was its head. My 
professional identity now included staff training, curriculum leadership, financial 
management and arts advocacy. At the same time, as head of one of four 
sub-schools, I ran student assemblies, liaised with parents and administered 
behaviour management. I discovered my skills as a people person; I really cared for 
my faculty staff and found creative ways to meet their professional needs. 
But all through my teaching career, I longed to express myself through my own 
artwork. I was so busy with work and parenting that making personal art seemed 
far too indulgent. My own art was confined to making gifts and teaching-samples of 
techniques - pleasant but not profoundly satisfying. In any case, I felt too 
exhausted, guilty, defensive and increasingly frustrated by my lack of artmaking 
over such a long period to be creative. Finally, I realised it was time to make 
changes, to pursue this other identity that was somewhere within me. 
I gave up my position as Head of Department, eliminating my managerial and 
administrative tasks. I later found a position as art teacher in another school where 
the students place a high value on their art education. Here I reduced my teaching 
time to four days a week, and enrolled in a Master’s degree by practice-led research 
to ensure I really would seriously confront the question of creating my own artwork. 
This is my research, a self-study – my transition from art teacher to artist-teacher. 
Even given time and strong motivation, would I be able to self-educate to achieve 
such a transition? 
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Research questions 
While much existing research relates to the role of the artist as teacher or the artist 
becoming a teacher, very few studies have examined the art teacher as artist or 
indeed, becoming one. Specifically, research to date has not examined the influence 
of pedagogy on the teacher's transition to artist and the subsequent work that is 
created. As Hall (2010, p107) found, ‘the relationship between making and teaching 
art remain[s] ripe for exploration'; however, ‘negotiating a new identity that 
integrates the teacher self or persona with the artist self is not a straightforward or 
always comfortable process'. While acquiring Visual Art qualifications may be the 
common channel for cultivating an arts practice, this study is concerned with how 
art teachers can teach themselves to be artists. 
This study seeks primarily to answer the question: 
To what extent can an art teacher use self-pedagogy to establish an artistic 
identity? 
Self-pedagogy is the use of one’s own training as a professional teacher and 
teaching experiences to acquire personal knowledge. 
In the process of answering the question above, the study addresses two others: 
How is an artistic identity defined in terms of authentic and personal 
practice? 
What are the key features of creating an artistic identity? 
To explore the transition in identity from art teacher to artist-teacher, I used a 
hybrid, practice-based research methodology that comprised autoethnographic and 
creative practice methods. Through making, writing and analysing my practices and 
methods, I have explored the inner and outer practices of both teacher and artist, 
and the relationship between personal pedagogy and the creation of contemporary 
art. 
The study involved both a contextual review of the role of artist-teacher and a 
process methodology. Each of these approaches comprised observations of myself 
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in transition and research into creative practice. The self-study embraced a 
contextual review of the identity of artist-teacher, and an autoethnography. The 
research into creative practice comprised a review of conceptual frameworks for 
artmaking, and arts-based practice. 
Figure 1.1 shows the relationships between the elements of the study and where 
they appear in the body of this document. 
 
Figure 1.1 Exegesis structure 
I recorded my reflections during the process in journals. Throughout this document, 
verbatim excerpts from my journals appear like this: 
7/2014: This is how a transcription of a personal reflection from 
my journal appears. 
The letters n.d. indicate no date was recorded in the journal. 
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Chapter 2   Contextual Review 
The extent to which an art teacher can use self-pedagogy to establish an artistic 
identity presupposes a transition that requires careful research. Underpinning this 
transition is the concept of identity itself, both personal and professional. In this 
chapter, I begin by considering the body of existing research in the context of the 
teacher’s professional identity, examining both art education (pedagogy and 
curriculum) and transformational learning. 
I then outline theories of artmaking and how these may be revealed in this study 
through making, writing, and analysing practices and methods. Finally, I summarise 
the influence and context of artists’ works that were most informative in the 
conceptual framework for my developing practice. 
Identity issues: the challenges in mastering the dual roles of teacher and 
artist 
In his work, Redefining the artist-teacher, Daichendt (2009) gives a thorough review 
of the historical uses of the term ‘artist-teacher’ and strongly supports its use in 
contemporary education, despite professional tensions around the use of the term. 
In 1845, George Wallis, a graduate of the first design teacher preparation course in 
England, labelled himself artist-teacher and explored this new role by embracing 
both his artistic and educational interests (Daichendt 2009, p37). Since Wallis, there 
has been recognition of other significant artist-teachers, but the term has not 
gained widespread use in educational institutions and remains problematic. 
Artist-teacher as a title can be seen as elitist when it is applied only to a few very 
talented individuals who have mastered this dual role. This is particularly noticeable 
when the term is used as an alternative to the title art teacher, suggesting that art 
teachers cannot do what they teach or are even failed artists. Daichendt (2010, 
pp64-65) believes it is primarily a problem of self-esteem, as well as a narrow view 
of what it is to be an artist, that prevents the use of the term. 
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Thornton (2003, quoted in Thornton 2011, p120) asserts that since he finds no 
evidence that ability as an art teacher depends on also being a continuing artist, art 
teachers have a legitimate choice in their identity, from either of these two 
concepts: 
Concept 1: An artist-teacher is an individual who practices making art and 
teaching art and who is dedicated to both activities as a 
practitioner. 
Concept 2: A teacher of art is an individual dedicated to the artistic 
development of students, who does not necessarily practice as 
an artist. 
However, in reality Thornton (2011) found that this is not a simple static choice, and 
art teachers constantly face identity issues in their attempts to select one of or 
combine the two careers. Teachers felt guilty for not engaging in their own practice 
and artist-teachers were uncomfortable that they were not devoting themselves 
fully to their students. This tension between the professional roles of teacher and 
artist is acknowledged by major researchers in the field: Adams (2003), Thornton 
(2005) and Graham & Zwirn (2010), but most strongly by La Chapelle (quoted in 
Zwirn 2005) who believes the roles are diametrically opposed. 
Similar concerns about identity have been highlighted in studies that refer to the 
Artist-Teacher Scheme, a British program of continued professional development 
for art teachers that encourages personal and professional artistic development. 
Discussing his personal experience in the program, Parker (2009) says, ‘Initially I felt 
quite guilty of not maintaining my art practice, almost as if I had been 
masquerading under false pretences as an art teacher’. Hatfield (2006) found that, 
when art teachers lacked time or courage to create their own work, this resulted in 
a major sense of failure and identity conflict. 
However, if professional identity for art teachers is not clear-cut, it does not mean 
that it is not worth pursuing. Many studies (including Lim 2006, Anderson 1997, Ball 
1990, and Hatfield 2006) reveal how artmaking practices can influence an art 
teacher’s professional identity and promote meaningful teaching practices. 
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Likewise, Hall (2010) found positive results in his study of teachers involved in the 
ATS. When these educators were freed from their pedagogical space and offered 
time to practice as artists, they developed a hybrid identity fusing artist and 
teacher. A study by Hatfield (2006) found that this dual identity could be a positive 
experience for an art teacher who had that sense of calling and gives this moving 
example: 
Being recognized as an artist and teacher was extremely empowering for 
those participants who were able to fuse the two roles together. Having the 
courage to do this was a major obstacle for several of the participants. 
Miriam, a highly distinguished elementary art teacher, reported increased 
self-confidence and tremendous satisfaction after exhibiting her artwork 
publicly for the first time after 33 years of teaching. At the opening, she stated 
to one of the researchers: "This is the happiest day of my life, all art teachers 
should have a show. I just needed someone to push me into it." (p44) 
Most art educators believe that a teacher engaged in artistic practice is more likely 
to be a successful teacher and have greater career satisfaction (Zwirn 2005, Hatfield 
2006). For this reason, successfully negotiating the dual role becomes an important 
area of study. 
In her study, Hatfield (2006) found that teachers used identity management 
strategies which included accepting one role and excluding the other; integrating 
two identities into one; separating, holding and balancing more than one 
professional identity by managing time and space; and empowering oneself by 
"naming" one's professional identity. However, part of the identity problem for art 
teachers may lie in the unrealistic expectations of what constitutes creative 
practice. If the important element is working through creative problem-solving, and 
struggling with and resolving visual and conceptual issues, then perhaps a teacher 
does not need to make ‘exhibition art’ to be an artist-teacher (Ball 1990 & Zwirn 
2005). I suggest that what is more important is the teacher’s belief that they are 
engaged in authentic practice as an artist, and that the notion of what is authentic 
and the responsibility for what it means to be an artist must be thoroughly 
investigated and owned at a personal level. This sense of authenticity may have 
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particular implications for the many art teachers attempting to balance dual roles 
and is certainly the focus of this study. 
How a teacher accomplishes transition to an artistic role has not been sufficiently 
explored. As Hall (2010, p107) says, ‘the relationship between making and teaching 
art remain[s] ripe for exploration’, but ‘negotiating a new identity that integrates 
the teacher self or persona with the artist self is not a straightforward or always 
comfortable process’. 
Silverman (2006) outlines five transitional stages that initiates might experience in 
the process of identifying themselves as artists. Some of the findings of the current 
study correspond to categories developed by Silverman, and I compare them in 
Summary of the stages and other research on page 45. 
Transformational learning and interior experiences: towards a notion 
of authenticity 
Clark (1993, cited in Cooper (undated)) defined transformational learning as 
‘learning that induces more far-reaching change in the learner than other kinds of 
learning, especially learning experiences which shape the learner and produce 
significant impact, or paradigm shift, which affects the learner’s subsequent 
experiences’. But the study of transformational learning theory began with Mezirow 
(1981, cited in Cooper (undated)), who suggested that the meaningful perspectives 
acquired during childhood become the raw material of change that occurs in the 
adult’s transformational learning. 
He also found that transformative change does not occur if new material fits 
comfortably into our existing frames of reference. 
Mezirow (1997, cited in Cooper (undated)) describes the ways to stimulate 
transformational learning as those that create intense emotional experiences which 
can be used in writing a journal or life history using metaphors. 
Cooper (undated) cited Imel (1998) as reporting that Boyd wrote: ‘Transformative 
education draws on the realm of interior experience, one constituent being 
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expressed through insights, judgements, and decision; the other being the 
extra-rational expressed through symbols, images and feeling.’ 
Finally then, the concept of authenticity that is a major goal of this study would 
result from this transformational learning. Contemplation and bringing personal 
truths to the surface foster a wholeheartedness that results in satisfying work 
aligned with one’s personal paradigm. 
Conceptual framework for artmaking 
Theories of artmaking and their relationship to personal investigations 
Running parallel to the study of myself in transition from art teacher to artist is the 
specific artistic investigation of personal identity that became the underlying 
subject of my practice. ‘After being restrained by the abstractionist, formalist 
tendencies of modernism, the relationship between art and identity has become 
increasingly significant during the postmodern era, in a context of growing 
multiculturalism, post-colonialism, feminism and civil rights’ (Roca 2009). This 
concept of identity and the autobiographical is often explored through the 
self-portrait which, while it may be an acceptable response for a male artist, for a 
female artist it has often been criticised as ‘transparent mirroring’ and ‘narcissistic 
self-absorption’ (Smith & Watson 2003, p8). The potential for this sort of criticism 
concerned me when I started the project, given that my work would be referring to 
private aspects of myself as a female. 
Feminist writer and art historian Meskimmon gives a theoretical (rather than purely 
historical) overview of women’s self-portraiture in the 20th century. She argues 
against the simplistic, unproblematic reading of portraits, and provides a framework 
for discussing works ‘by situating individual women’s practice within their time, 
place and culture’. She asserts that ‘women have been coming into representation 
for a long time, but we have not had the means by which to understand them’ 
(Meskimmon 1996, p201). 
While I do not feel a strong sense of belonging to any specific feminist movement, I 
build on the work of my feminist artist predecessors, , such as Judy Chicago, Barbara 
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Kruger, Miriam Schapiro and Barbara Hall, whose work on identity during the 1970s 
and 1980s looked at socially constructed notions of femininity. My personal 
investigation of identity is less overtly political in nature and more concerned with 
the ways events and relationships shape the self. My research has been more about 
my interior world and a personal search for authenticity as a female artist. 
Marcoci’s view (2010) is that contemporary feminism’s ‘power subsists no longer in 
a unified pan-feminist voice, but in the disjunctions among their voices, in the 
differences among women themselves’. For example, the works in The Feminist Art 
Project’s exhibition A Complex Weave: Women and Identity in Contemporary Art 
(Rosenberg 2009) are distinctively personal yet share a commonality of experience, 
and communicate notions of family relationships, memory, motherhood and 
diverse roles. 
The curatorial notes for the exhibition speak of identity’s place in the contemporary 
art world: 
In the twenty-first century, issues of identity seem increasingly complex and 
problematic, but also of fundamental and growing importance. In this way, 
the contemporary art world is a microcosm reflecting significant aspects of 
the larger world in which we live. As women have become more a part of the 
contemporary art world, they have found a myriad ways of expressing many 
facets of their identity, as well as their gender, through their work. A Complex 
Weave provides sampling of how a number of first and second-generation 
contemporary women artists, as well as several younger artists, of diverse 
backgrounds in terms of ethnicity, religion, sexual orientation and other 
aspects of individuality, have woven the threads of their identity into their 
work. (University of Southern California Fisher Museum of Art 2014, para 1) 
In particular, artists Julie Harris (Figure 2.1 and Figure 2.2) and Annet Couwenberg 
(Figure 2.3 and Figure 2.4) seem to use feminism more as a backdrop to their 
practice than as their identity or political agenda. 
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Figure 2.1 JULIE HARRIS, Double Bind, 2004 Figure 2.2 JULIE HARRIS, Post-Partum, 2006 
Figure 2.3 ANNET COUWENBERG, Act Normal 
and That’s Already Crazy Enough, 
2003 
Figure 2.4 ANNET COUWENBERG, Family Air #8, 
2003 
These artists’ use of materials, forms and techniques traditionally associated with 
femininity - such as fibre, fabric, doilies, embroidery and sewing - resonate in my 
own life history. They are familiar and comforting. It is in this authentic context that 
I feel most comfortable in undertaking my own artistic endeavours. Within this 
study, the artistic process and the search for a new artistic identity drive the theory 
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for artmaking, and derive naturally from pedagogical inquiry and learning, in the 
cycle of research, development, resolution and reflection. 
Artists’ practice that informs my work 
As an art teacher, I am constantly on the watch for artwork to inspire my students. I 
keep records of my students’ current artistic interests and search widely to bring 
them examples of complementary and challenging works. My students also bring 
their findings to class and we share our discoveries. Throughout the three years of 
this self-study, I have been drawn in particular to artists’ work that I had previously 
researched for curriculum purposes and now revisited in different ways to find 
personal significance for my own artwork. 
Revealing the layers 
In 2013 I spent four weeks in Hanoi, Vietnam. I spent a lot of time walking the 
narrow laneways with my camera. I was carrying with me, from previous travels and 
artistic excursions, a long history of interest in weathered, peeling, rusting and 
otherwise distressed surfaces, revealing the layers beneath. On this occasion, 
however, the surfaces of the walls I saw had particular resonance. Their significance 
transcended even my previous passion for the aesthetic quality of worn surfaces, 
reaching a higher metaphoric level where the etched walls tell stories of lives and 
events otherwise lost. The layers of paint, posters, mould, lichen and dirt, all 
subjected to various degrees of repair and erosion, represent these experiences, all 
recorded but each covered and made invisible by the next layer until it is gradually 
revealed again through slow wearing or attack. 
This aesthetic speaks strongly of the Japanese concept of wabi-sabi, with its focus 
on beauty in simplicity, rusticity and melancholy (Koren 1994). Characteristics of 
wabi-sabi include asymmetry, asperity (roughness or irregularity), simplicity, 
economy, austerity, modesty, intimacy, and appreciation of the ingenious integrity 
of natural objects and processes. It is this dichotomy of beauty and ugliness, 
strength and vulnerability, the engaging yet disturbing aspects of the surface and its 
relationship to identity that I find of particular interest. 
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In my Dialogue of the Walls series of work (page 49), the weathered, layered, 
peeling and rusting surfaces speak of honest beauty. Memories, an essence of the 
past, live in the skin of these surfaces. To capture their laminae is to communicate 
the identity of one’s own skin and all that has occurred within it and to it. The 
photograph can capture the immediacy of the surfaces of walls, skin, bark, rock, yet 
this is only a moment in time as it continues to weather and change, continuously 
revealing new strata. 
Using the aesthetic of minimalist abstract painting, Carl Warner photographically 
‘works the surfaces of objects, framing a language out of overlooked details and 
transforming commonplace space into [a space of] exceptional insight’ (Butler 
2006). His images read like a captured history of the surface (Figure 2.5 and 
Figure 2.6), and while I discovered many overlaps in his work with my initial 
aesthetic in many ways, his works remain focused on the surface, whereas I have 
attempted to explore the layers below, both physically and representationally in my 
work. 
Figure 2.5 CARL WARNER, The Surface 22, 
2004, 
Lambda print 
Figure 2.6 CARL WARNER, The Surface 72, 
2004, 
Lambda print 
South Australian Pamela Kouwenhoven is another artist who was drawn to the 
weathered surface. She frequently used unlikely discarded materials to construct 
sculptural works, assemblages and installations. Her work used discarded malthoid, 
which she scraped from the bottom of old rainwater tanks, and the discarded tanks 
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themselves (Figure 2.7). The decomposition creates the image. Her sense of 
materiality, exploiting the surfaces made without the artist’s intervention, alludes 
to natural processes that correspond to our own physiology. 
Figure 2.7 PAMELA KOUWENHOVEN,
Dryland Base 3, 2008, 
Galvanised iron with 
malthoid, 217cm diameter  
Similarly, in Renata Buziak’s work, the traces left behind after decay became both 
subject matter and aesthetic catalyst. She reveals the process of organic 
decomposition and its effect on photographic materials by capturing a moment in 
the chemical process, which implies an imagined past and future. The resultant 
images are beautiful and richly textured (Figure 2.8), and correspond to my own 
notion of surface as what remains visible when the layers decay or disappear. Her 
interest in history, memory and the traces of what remains resonates with me. I 
have used a ghost monoprint technique in All Nests Have Scars sculptures to 
demonstrate this idea of the bequeathed impression. 
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Figure 2.8 RENATA BUZIAK,
Biochrome, 2004, 
From the series 
Biochromes – My 
Garden: Number 12,  
Ultrachrome print on 
Hahnemule Torchon 
paper 
112cm x 140cm  
In Hanoi in 2012, I met the young artist Phi Phi Oanh who was about to exhibit 
works from her Palimpsest series. These works incorporate the type of resinous 
lacquer used commonly in Vietnamese folk-art. The lacquer would traditionally be 
applied in many layers to a wooden opaque backboard, with only small parts of 
underlying gold leaf or eggshell being revealed beneath the highly-polished surface. 
But in Phi Phi Oanh’s work, the backboard is transparent so that each translucent 
layer of lacquer can be seen through the overlying layers, especially when light is 
shone through from the back of the piece, revealing the lacquers’ internal richness 
and beauty (Figure 2.9). 
Figure 2.9 PHI PHI OANH, Module 7, 
From the installation 
Palimpsest exhibited at 
L’Espace, Hanoi, April 2012  
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In my first works for this study, I created up to about thirty layers onto a canvas, 
using various techniques. At various times over several weeks, I wrote over the 
surface, or washed over the previous layer, or scraped back into the surface to 
reveal underlayers, or erased by sanding back, or whited out sections of the 
previous layer, until I reached the point where I felt I had extracted as much as I 
could from the process. 
Revealing the personal 
5/2012: Looking at weathered surfaces connects me to the 
humiliating, ugly, vulnerable, disgusting aspects of life and 
relationships. 
In my attempts to make my art honest and reflective, I have referred to my personal 
experience, my family and my relationships. I have used visual and technical 
metaphors to tell my story. Two influential artists whose work conceptually reveals 
the person are Mona Ryder and Louise Bourgeois. 
Mona Ryder’s work speaks of the pleasures and pain of family life. Her works 
communicate the unthinkable and unsayable through metaphor and symbol, 
allowing private layers of meaning to be revealed as the public surface (Figure 2.10). 
Figure 2.10 MONA RYDER, Les animaux 
sauvages, 2005, 
Ties and polyfill, fake fur on MDF, 
vinyl lettering, sound component 
Installed, circa 
450cm(h) x 500cm(w) x 200cm(d)  
Louise Bourgeois’s works invoke memory, emotion and personal strength. There is a 
visceral, almost disturbing element in some of her works (Figure 2.11). Like 
Bourgeois, I want to make art directly and honestly, informed by my psyche, partly 
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to reconcile my own trauma. In my Thinned Skinned sculptural installation, I 
reference my own memories and subsequent healing. 
Figure 2.11 LOUISE BOURGEOIS, untitled, 2002, 
Fabric and steel 
Inspired by Bourgeois, Heidi Yssennagger uses the needle to repair her own wounds 
(Figure 2.12). ‘Yssennagger’s work depicts figures undergoing some of the tortuous 
processes of disease and medical inspection… the abjection of illness in its most 
explicit form’ (Heidi Yssennagger 2015). 
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Figure 2.12 HEIDI YSSENNAGGER, Scarred Venus, 
2009? 
Stoma appliances, surgical suture 
and tumble-drier fluff 
It may be seen that a role specifically for women is to repair the fabric, to repair and 
hold together the family. Thus, the suture that has appeared in women’s art 
became an important metaphor for me too, supplementing its association with 
sewing with its healing aspects, both activities of great significance in my own life. I 
have always loved sewing, and famously always want to mend others’ personal 
problems. 
Canadian-born abstract painter Agnes Martin’s approach to her art as a healing 
form of therapy drew me in. In conversation with John Gruen in 1976, she said: 
One time, I was coming out of the mountains, and having painted the 
mountains, I came out on this plain, and I thought, “Ah! What a relief!” … I 
thought, “This is for me!” The expansiveness of it. I sort of surrendered. This 
plain … it was just like a straight line. It was a horizontal line. And I thought 
there was not a line that affected me like a horizontal line. Then, I found that 
the more I drew that line, the happier I got. First I thought it was like the 
sea … then, I thought it was like singing! Well, I just went to town on this 
horizontal line. (Popova 2014, para 21) 
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Although she was often referred to as a Minimalist, Martin insisted she was an 
Abstract Expressionist painter. ‘Martin’s passionate insistence on conveying 
emotional content rather than ideas - along with her unaffected striving for inspired 
inner truth, beauty and perfection - indeed place her within the aesthetic of 
Abstract Expressionism’ (Brenneman 2015, para 2) – see Figure 2.13. 
This idea of the healing power of the horizontal line became clear to me in the 
Strata and Scars paintings (Figure 4.8 to Figure 4.16), in which I applied thick black 
ink in horizontal bands to cover and partly obscure what lies beneath. 
Figure 2.13 AGNES MARTIN, Stars, 
1963, 
Ink, watercolour, 
30.5cm x 30.5cm 
The artists in this section, most of whom I discovered while researching resources 
for teaching, have had a significant influence on how I have conceived and executed 
the works in my exhibition. When I returned to research their works for this study, I 
sought out their intentions and the material processes they used in a different way, 
searching for links to myself and my own work. 
The discovery of physical layers as a metaphor for personal revelation brought me 
full circle; I can now share these relationships and how I have used them with my 
students as additional resources. 
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Chapter 3   Methodology 
Qualitative research paradigm 
In selecting the methods for investigating the research questions (section headed 
Research questions), I was initially drawn to the a/r/tography approach, developed 
at the University of British Columbia, which examines what occurs in the spaces 
between artist, researcher and teacher (see Bickel 2006, Irwin et al 2006, and Carter 
et al 2011). However, this method assumes the protagonist already occupies the 
role of artist, whereas my study is concerned with the personal transition from 
teacher to artist. 
The process I followed over three years had many strands that often occurred 
simultaneously and recurred in different forms and degrees of intensity. 
My data comprised journal entries, notes on my research into contemporary artists’ 
works and practices, concept development, material research, media 
experimentation, analysis of methodologies, and records of gallery visits and 
conversations with (other) artists, supervisors, colleagues and students. 
Before starting the research, I was careful not to pre-empt the questions by 
employing the methodologies precipitously, especially those involving creative 
practice as research. It was important to the data and the study that my artmaking 
would follow my own pedagogical ideas, and not the processes identified by 
creative-practice research theories. 
Autoethnography 
In their 2010 work, researchers Ellis, Adams & Bochner give a history of 
autoethnography, asserting that it was the ‘crisis of confidence’ inspired by 
postmodernism in the 1980s that introduced new opportunities to reform methods 
of inquiry. Acknowledging the limitations of scientific ‘truths’ and sterile 
authoritative writing, scholars turned to autoethnography because they wanted to 
concentrate on ways of producing, in the words of Ellis, Adams & Bochner (2010, 
p2), ‘meaningful, accessible and evocative research grounded in personal 
experience’. ‘[A]utoethnography is one of the approaches that acknowledges [sic] 
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and accommodates [sic] subjectivity, emotionality and the researcher’s influence on 
the research, rather than hiding from these matters as if they do not exist’ (Ellis, 
Adams & Bochner 2010, p3). This candour also addresses the concerns raised by 
Vickers that ‘keeping the personal voice out [of research] frequently means that our 
work is under-read, dry, inaccessible – and boring’ (2002, p613). When Ellis started 
writing autoethnography in the 1980s, her interest was ‘in bringing the lived 
experience of emotions to social science research and doing research that was 
relevant to people’s everyday lives’ (Davis & Ellis 2008, p283). Now an advocate and 
autoethnography researcher, Davis found these early works threatening in their 
open honesty. Like me, she was raised believing that you do not discuss ‘problems 
at home or write positively about yourself, that was just bragging’, and later 
‘discovered the cathartic aspect of opening and writing and the scholarly aspect of 
telling and asking’ (Davis & Ellis 2008, p284), thus giving herself (and others, like me, 
who followed) a therapeutic aspect in autoethnographic research. 
According to Ngunjiri (2010, p2): ‘Autoethnography is a qualitative research method 
that utilises data about self and its context to gain an understanding of the 
connectivity between self and others within the same context’. Similarly, in Ellis, 
Adams & Bochner (2010, p1): ‘A researcher uses tenets of autobiography and 
ethnography to do and write autoethnography. Thus, as a method, 
autoethnography is both process and product.’ In other words, autoethnography is 
a legitimate methodology and parallels creative-practice research. 
Autoethnography certainly has its detractors. Their concerns are twofold: that the 
research is too personal and that it is lacking in research rigour. In addressing 
charges of narcissism and self-indulgence, such as are found in Delamont (2009), 
Smith (1999, quoted in Vickers 2002, p615) argued that if we are prepared to 
acknowledge that another’s experience is important then why not our own, sharing 
one’s story is not just about self-gratification but is an extremely painful process; 
and ‘collecting data about self ultimately converges with the exploration of how the 
context surrounding self has influenced and shaped the makeup of self and how the 
self has responded to, reacted to, or resisted forces innate to the context’ (Ngunjiri 
2010, p3). While autoethnography may indeed be therapeutic for the researcher, 
this does not devalue the new knowledge gained from it as a methodology. 
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Vickers (2002, p611) reminds us that ‘the essence of scholarly work remains with 
new ideas, new knowledge and new vantage points’, and asserts strongly that 
researchers’ narratives do just this. 
Second, concerning the charge of lack of rigour, according to Delamont (2009, p61), 
‘retreat into autoethnography is an abrogation of the honourable trade of the 
scholar’. However, this type of comment shows a lack of understanding of 
autoethnographers’ reliance on readers to ‘provide validation by comparing their 
lives to ours’ (Ellis, Adams & Bochner 2010, p35). 
Autoethnographers believe research can be rigorous, theoretical, analytical and 
emotionally therapeutic. ‘The questions most important to autoethnographers are: 
who reads our work, how are they affected by it, and how does it keep the 
conversation going?’ (Ellis, Adams & Bochner 2010, p39) 
By way of compromise, Pace (2012) argues that ‘evocative’ autoethnography (cited 
in Ellis & Bochner 2000) can address the criticism of ‘rejection of analytical goals 
such as abstraction and generalisation’ (Anderson & Atkinson, cited in Pace 2012) 
by employing analytical strategies from the grounded theory tradition in their work. 
Although Anderson originally suggested the concept, it was Pace (2012) who gave a 
detailed description of what this ‘analytical’ autoethnography may look like through 
the use of grounded theory. This hybrid approach may be especially useful to 
practice-led researchers who choose to employ grounded analytical strategies in 
autoethnographic studies of their creative practices. 
The work of Ellis & Bochner (2000) encourages experimentation in the way we 
research. Reading the autoethnographic works of others (for example, Morawski & 
Irwin 2008) elicits an emotional, evocative and empathetic response in the reader 
and provokes the “Aha!” or “Me too!” moments that lead to a deeper 
understanding and make the research accessible. While this may threaten many 
traditional researchers, it seems the most appropriate method to approach my 
study. 
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Method: reflective journals 
The reflective journals (Figure 3.1) became the vehicle for documenting epiphanies, 
frustrations, insights, doubts, questions and conversations. 
 
Figure 3.1 Pages in one of the author’s reflective journals 
Over the three years of the study, I produced seven (visual, written or reflective) 
journals. At times a book might serve all three functions, for example if I wrote 
reflections in what had primarily been the visual journal. The division is based 
mainly on the purpose of the entry. 
I returned frequently to these journals. They recorded the cycles of reflect, reread, 
research, resolve, re-enter – all of which chronicled much soul searching. At this 
stage, my focus was on using the journals to help generate further works and ideas, 
set the scene for creative practice, and reflect on where I had been. 
Finally, the journals became “evidence”, allowing me as the researcher to extract 
data in a rigorous and systematic manner. I scoured the journals for common 
threads and key phrases or concepts. 
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Later, after I had identified these themes, I applied colour codes to identify each 
one. These codes are shown in Figure 3.2 and how they are used can be seen on the 
example journal pages in Journal Extracts in the Appendix. 
 
The need for an artistic 
identity 
Mindful time and space 
Uncertainty and flow 
Mentoring the mentor 
Authenticity 
Privileging the process 
Figure 3.2 Autoethnographic colour codes used in the author’s journals 
In a 2006 article, Jonathon Silverman drew on the insights of teachers who enrolled 
in his Educator as Artist course. From observations of the progress of the attendees, 
Silverman identified five stages to reclaiming artistic identity, discussed further in 
Summary of the stages and other research on page 45. I used Silverman’s 
observations and categorisations as a reality check against my own reflections 
recorded in the journals. 
I found that many aspects of my own experience paralleled those of Silverman’s 
subjects, especially in relation to time management, self-doubt and the struggles 
that the need to create provoked. 
Arts-based practice 
Denzin & Lincoln, editors of the comprehensive Handbook of Qualitative Research, 
tell us (2000b, p8): 
The word “qualitative” implies an emphasis on the qualities of entities and on 
processes and meanings that are not experimentally examined or measured 
(if measured at all) in terms of the quality, amount, intensity or frequency. 
Qualitative researchers stress the socially constructed nature of reality, the 
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intimate relationship between the researcher and what is studied, and the 
situational constraints that shape inquiry. 
Haseman (2007) suggested a third research paradigm, performative research, to 
complement the quantitative (symbolic numbers) and the qualitative (symbolic 
words). Performative research comprises what Haseman called “symbolic data”, 
which may include material forms of practice, still and moving images, music and 
sound, live action and digital code. 
Whether or not this paradigm is unique, Gray (1996, p3) had defined a similar 
model, practice-led research: 
By “practice-led” I mean, firstly, research which is initiated in practice, where 
questions, problems, challenges are identified and formed by the needs of 
practice and practitioners; and secondly, that the research strategy is carried 
out through practice, using predominantly methodologies and specific 
methods familiar to us as practitioners in the visual arts. 
Practice includes ‘all the activity an artist/creative practitioner undertakes. 
Practitioners think, read and write as well as look, listen and make’ (Haseman & 
Mafe 2009, p214). 
In 2004, Scrivener wrote that the results of practice-based doctorates were 
‘grounds for optimism, but there is still much to consider and do’, but that if work 
proceeds in the context of a community of openness and mutual support this ‘mode 
of research can be evolved in which the unique contribution that art makes to the 
understanding of the human experience is acknowledged’ (Scrivener 2004). Even 
now, practice-led research, while widely used, is still an emerging field, with 
resistance from some in academia. Franz (2010, p218) had said… 
[R]esistance to qualitative research is exaggerated and magnified when the 
focus is arts based research There is an unfortunate and seriously flawed 
tendency to view it as “softer” and more “subjective” than other qualitative 
research approaches because it explicitly involves and celebrates artistic 
practice. 
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Addressing such criticism, Sullivan (2010, p97) argued that in fact… 
… from this central site of creative practice … other forms of inquiry emerge, 
such as critical and philosophical analysis, historical and cultural commentary, 
and educational experience. This notion is a far cry from the stereotype that 
sees art experience as a warm, fuzzy, and essentially private matter. Rather, it 
affirms that artistic thinking and making are cognitive processes. 
Performance-led research as a methodology involves practitioners researching and 
reflecting on arts practice. It acknowledges the value of tacit knowledge that comes 
from the artist having an intimate connection to the work. Research methodologies 
have been repurposed to accommodate the needs of practice-led research with 
specific strategies and methods as diverse as case studies, interviews and 
exhibitions or performances. 
In the context of practice-led research, this study employed strategies and methods 
for material and conceptual research documenting developmental work by 
maintaining visual and written journals, along with photography, and the final 
creation of artworks for an exhibition. 
Method: material and conceptual research 
While the art medium can be just a part of the artwork’s form, for me it is also 
integral to content and meaning. In fact, in many of my works it is the defining 
factor. In the material process, I do not feel limited to being a “painter” or 
“printmaker”. I prefer to exploit whatever materials, with their symbols and 
associations, can best communicate my intentions. 
Method: exhibition of personal artwork 
The exhibition as a research method allows the art works to be available to an 
audience, to reveal their stories for appreciation and interpretation, and therefore 
to create new knowledge. At the Lamina exhibition, I asked attendees to leave 
written feedback as an additional source of data. 
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Method: visual journals 
The visual journals were the basis for artistic development, material research and 
my reflections – a source of meta-thinking for me as artist (subject, influences, 
productivity and process), teacher (empathy and mentoring), and researcher 
(reflection). 
I was already very familiar with the use of the visual journal. As an art teacher I ask 
students to take their journals with them everywhere, to record their thoughts, 
reflections, ideas and comments on popular culture, gallery visits, media 
experiments and the processes used in making works. I also use a personal diary to 
debrief about issues in my life, so the visual journal seemed a natural method for 
data collection for me as a researcher. I included the transcripts of conversations 
with mentors, supervisors and artists. These comments became the source data for 
the lived experience of this transition. It is a comfort to return to the journal that 
contains the whole story. 
Method: written journals 
My written journals include transcripts of conversations with mentors, supervisors 
and artists. They contain most of the autoethnographic notes and constitute my 
primary source of data relating to each stage of development of my personal artistic 
identity. 
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Summary of process 
4/2014: Notes for inSEA [International Society for Education through 
Art] presentation. So my research is a single case study. I am the 
main character, the artist, the researcher, the subject and the 
teacher. And I speak on my own behalf. It is literally all about me. 
You don’t have to be excessively modest to find that a bit 
uncomfortable. I found that as part of this study I truly had to lay 
my soul bare, and essentially I’m sharing my midlife crises with 
everyone. 
And yet, by sharing this study experience, it may cease to be entirely 
autobiographical and inform the reader. The study’s usefulness will be measured by 
the number times art teachers (perhaps thinking about broadening their own 
identity) exclaim ‘Aha!’ 
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Chapter 4   Outcomes 
Autoethnographic outcomes 
Throughout this document, verbatim excerpts from my journals appear like this: 
7/2014: This is how a transcription of a personal reflection from 
my journal appears. 
The letters n.d. at the start of an excerpt indicate no date was recorded in the 
journal. 
As an art teacher, I engage a learning model based on inquiry, one that emphasises 
process, investigation and deep thinking about concepts, along with the production 
of images and objects. This cycle of researching, developing, resolving and reflecting 
is so ingrained in my pedagogical understanding of artmaking that it was a natural 
starting point for my own artistic work. 
n.d Teaching takes a lot of courage, to stand up confidently (several 
times each day) in front of thirty odd critical, often cynical 
teenagers. I’ve reached a point of authority and strength in my 
professional life, but I know that this study is going to make me 
vulnerable again in new ways. This is going to be one of the hardest 
things I’ve done. I need the art I make to be personally meaningful. 
I’m putting myself and my teaching to the test. 
This study has sought primarily to answer this question: 
To what extent can an art teacher use self-pedagogy to establish an artistic 
identity? 
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In order to answer this, I have collected data of my self -teaching over three years. 
In this section, I have presented some of my most significant autoethnographic 
reflections and findings. 
Early in the study I found it difficult to take my own advice that I give students. 
8/2013: As a teacher, I try to create a safe and supportive art 
environment for students so they can leave their inhibitions behind 
and immerse themselves in their art. I tell students all the time, 
‘Let go of preconceived ideas’, ‘Trust the process’, ‘Don’t worry 
about the end product’, and ‘Be open to play and experimentation’. 
I realise I have a ridiculous desire to please, and for acceptance it’s 
debilitating… What a new appreciation I have of my students who 
just want my approval! 
I started accounting for the creative process in a notebook (reflective journal) and a 
visual journal, intimately exposing my fears, highs and creative outcomes. At first I 
used the teacher voice but soon found it necessary to transcend the ways of 
thinking of teacher and examiner to allow myself some space to think as the artist. 
The judgements, criticisms and perceptions of my limitations constantly distracted 
my mind. 
Bayles & Orland (2010, p25) talk about the extreme difficulty of being perilously 
self-conscious in one’s own artmaking: ‘Just try working intuitively (or 
spontaneously) while self-consciously weighing the effect of every action.’ 
11/2013: I’m going to use this critical nature, but instead of 
judging and undermining myself, I’m going to try to use it to learn 
about myself and the process and document this. 
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When I allowed myself the freedom to work with the mindset of the artist and not 
the teacher, I could be more ‘in the moment’ and the process revealed itself. 
11/2012: Being a teacher means having to be in control. But to do 
arts-based research I need to let go of the control, allow for 
unpredictability and develop a tolerance for uncertainty. This is 
taking time! 
I observed a change of mindset in gallery visits as I took on the artist identity. 
2/11/2014: [At exhibitions of] Judith Wright, Desire, at QUT, and 
Lindy Lee, The Dark Side of Absolute Freedom, at UQ, my 
responses are much more intimate, personal and considerate of the 
artist’s context. I’m looking not just as the teacher for excellent 
examples to show my students, but also as an artist for personal 
inspiration and meaning, as a researcher for connections, theories 
and observations, and as a curator for ways of exhibiting work to 
support its meaning and the audience. 
Some relationships energise creative ways of working. I chose to work alone, not to 
emulate past modernists. I liked the solitude and quiet after the noisy community in 
the school. I saw the benefits of working in a postmodern ‘team’ approach, but at 
this stage, what I wanted to achieve was highly personal. My priority being 
authenticity, I still wanted to keep the content of the work a little out of reach. 
To a large extent I was able to teach myself, but at times I had to let go of the 
teacher attitude and let myself be the student. 
In the process of answering the question, To what extent can an art teacher use 
self-pedagogy to establish an artistic identity? the study addresses two others. The 
first is: How is this identity defined in terms of authentic and personal practice? 
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Authenticity 
In this study, I frequently refer to authentic practice and authentic art. I have given 
the highest priority to achieving authenticity, as defined in a highly personal way, as 
an essential measure of my success. I wanted my work to have an integrity that 
comes from being the product of a creative process and genuine personal 
expression, not simply a means towards completing this course, nor to appear 
clever or impress. While there may well be an element of naivety and precious 
idealism in that statement (and my own concept of authenticity evolved over the 
three years), it was important for me that this personal objective should be and 
remain essential to my motivation in undertaking the study. It was with this in mind 
that I selected what I considered my most authentic works for the Lamina 
exhibition. 
4/2012: In my first presentation of my proposed research project 
to fellow higher-degree students, I mention my desire to make 
‘authentic art’. Yes, audible gasps were heard from the audience! I 
knew it would be very important to define ‘authentic’ in my own 
terms. 
I became convinced that being authentic to myself would result in the art I wanted 
to make. So in hindsight I should have said that I wanted to make art that is 
authentic to me. 
1/2015: Why did it take so long to see it’s not so much authentic 
art I’m searching for, it’s a path to personal authenticity… of self? I 
don’t need to be cutting-edge but truthful. 
Self-authenticity, meaning being honest and genuine to myself, comes from a deep 
level of investigation and reflection. That’s where the challenge becomes rewarding 
and I recognise new ways of seeing. 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
32 Karen Stevens  
12/2013: Surely I need to know myself before I can make 
authentic work. My work is self-referential but only my view of 
truth. I’m super-sensitive, soaking up others’ moods and desires like 
a sponge. I’m hyperaware of my surroundings - 30 years of reading 
the expressions and murmurings of students. It’s exhausting. 
I regularly came back to the journal to reflect on this notion of authenticity. 
12/2012: How will I know if my art is authentic? 
It will be a declaration of self. 
It will not be superficial or formulaic or cold. 
It will be self-referential, my notion of identity. 
I will accept that it may attract criticism of narcissism or 
self-interest. I’ll suck it up! 
It will be challenging to me, and I’ll have faith it will challenge the 
viewer. 
My peers will accept the work as “art”. 
Even if the work is not masterful, at least the technique will be 
proficient. 
It will be expressive of something felt and real. 
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8/2013: How do I know it’s authentic for me? 
The experience is immersive, even if fleeting. 
I have let go of the fears and defences. 
I keep a question in my mind. 
I’m trusting myself, going past the mentality of victim and survivor, 
and use all this to create something new. 
Time passes unregulated. 
Someone gets it! 
6/2013: I’m no longer asking about my work: Is this real art? I 
have a compulsion to make art and feel able to define authenticity 
and I’m getting more depth from one set of ideas. 
As I prepare for the exhibition, I share my struggle with my 
students, the doubts about what is working, will it be understood, 
time constraints. I can only do this because of the nature of the 
students I teach and the relationships I have developed with them. 
It’s very humbling. 
The second sub-question is: What are the key features of creating an artistic 
identity? 
After a thorough textual analysis of the raw autoethnographic writing, I have 
extracted and distilled five key aspects of the process. This involved combing 
through the seven journals searching for key phrases, words and common threads, 
and analysing and finding solid persuasive data. Initially I identified six features, but 
I realised that authenticity is more an overarching objective, and more relevant in 
answering the previous question. The resulting five stages are: the need for an 
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artistic identify; mindful time and place; uncertainty and flow; and privileging the 
process. I now discuss these with reference to the autoethnographic data. 
The need for an artistic identity 
Throughout my writing there are many references to the strong desire and even 
need for an artist self. Although this desire predated the study, I found many 
excuses for not allowing myself the opportunity. This became a recurring theme in 
my writing. 
People often assume that art teachers have their own practice. Knowing this view, I 
have on occasions felt quite defensive, thinking to myself that I give so much 
creatively all day, so when would I have the time or energy for my own work? Yet 
another part of me felt guilty for letting life (a mortgage, work, children) deprive me 
of what was clearly a strong personal need - a denial possibly contributing to my 
periods of depression. 
2/2012: I read (in Rollo May’s The Courage to Create) that creative 
energy turned inward and suppressed can manifest itself in 
depression. Oh yes, my soul has been screaming to be true to 
myself. I feel I have completely denied this part of me. [May 1975] 
There were also the issues of vulnerability, being on show and facing judgement. 
n.d. I have always had a strong fear of criticism and of 
disappointing others. Artmaking is a performance and I haven’t put 
myself forward in this way, but I felt a deep need for an artistic 
self, to enable me to become a more complete person. 
I was well aware that the artist needs time and space to create, and concerned that 
what I really wanted to say might not be appreciated. I needed courage to commit 
to the first steps in this study. 
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9/2011: Can I be unapologetically self-indulgent? It will be in part 
personal therapy, laying bare the fragile, overwhelmed, sensitive, 
defensive, depressed self. I have an intimate connection to what I’m 
making, yet I have no idea what the final outcome will be. Perhaps 
the answer will be ‘No, I can’t be the authentic artist’. What then? 
In Art and Fear, Bayles & Orland (2010) explain that in making art you lay bare a 
truth you perhaps never anticipated; you are exposed to the world; can you take 
the criticism? 
8/2012: Both terrifying and exhilarating. The longer I have left it 
[personal artwork] the harder it has become. I will be 51 when I 
have my first exhibition. I will finally have to declare myself! 
This vulnerability was apparent quite early in the research, when I met with one of 
my academic supervisors. We were discussing my approach to the photographs for 
my Dialogue of the Walls, and she said, ‘When you showed me the pictures, you 
missed the point. You did not look at them as research. You’re still not 
understanding how arts research occurs. Go to a gallery; try to raise your visual 
literacy. Do not be a populist viewer. Until you do this, you’ll just piddle about.’ 
5/2013: She had been honest with me, it was what I needed to 
hear, but it was hard to take. I had always been the teacher / 
manager / adviser, and the change of role carried anxieties. I didn’t 
anticipate the strength of this ‘invalidation’ of my identity. 
This experience certainly motivated me to try to turn this self-conscious obstacle 
into an advantage. Serious reflection, looking inward, would help me to understand 
the transition in identity I needed to make and all the issues it would raise. 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
36 Karen Stevens  
4/2014: Experienced artists know how to proceed, they have a 
way of working and I have to accept that I am the novice artist, 
which has its difficulties because as an experienced teacher I’m 
supposed to be something of an expert, the insecurity is challenging 
to deal with and at the same time I’m freed up to do something 
completely new. 
1/2015: At dinner with friends, I find myself talking about my 
work for the exhibition. This has happened quite a bit recently; it 
doesn’t feel like me, it’s exciting. At first (2 years ago) I was 
apologising for my self-indulgent study, but now I have taken the 
risk and my confidence is slowly emerging. 
Mindful time and space 
The first thing I wrote in the new bound journal: 
6/2012: It starts now! 
I read the novel by Claire Messud, The Woman Upstairs. It has so 
many ‘That’s me!’ moments. Love this statement by the 
middle-aged would-be artist: “The hubris of it, thinking I could be 
a decent human being and a valuable member of society, and still 
create! Absurd. How strong did I think I was?” [Messud 2013, p17] 
I see so much of myself in Messud’s character Nora. Circumstance 
and cowardice have stopped her being the artist she wants to be. 
She’s needy for approval but she has a vision of what she might be. 
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Time has been my constant enemy. Since I was a young child, I would try to fill 
every moment of the day with useful tasks, to be seen as worthy, always seeking 
approval. Pondering, reflecting, drifting, daydreaming and reading were ‘wasting 
time’. I was very organised, ready in advance and a ferocious list-maker; and then I 
became a teacher. Teachers must juggle many roles and responsibilities, from event 
manager to social worker, and having highly organised time-management strategies 
is essential to survival. However, the list-maker habit and teacher role require 
advance knowledge of the outcome you want and what is needed to achieve it. This 
attitude seems to contradict totally the attitude needed for successful arts-based 
research. I knew I needed to spend a lot of not just productive time but also 
incubation time to playing and mulling over ideas to gain insights. I also needed to 
immerse myself in the research material. I read very widely early on in the study as I 
started to home in on exactly what I was doing. Many of these readings were about 
the creative process and challenged my ideas about time and being busy. Most 
profound of these ideas for me was that the outcome is unknown. 
In A Widening Field, Tufnall (2004, p3) tells us that ‘preparing to work takes time, to 
come back to ourselves, to breath, feel, touch … time to feel the living, sensing 
presence of our bodies. Our preoccupations with all we have been doing recede 
only slowly.’ 
10/2013: Complete frustration. 7 days of straight assessment, I 
can’t let students down by having my TOIL [time off in lieu] days; 
Dad has a seizure, whole day at hospital, other family needs – well 
‘wants’ mainly. So tired, so many jobs, lists… It would be so much 
easier to give up. I don’t want to let anyone down, but I’m not 
going to let myself down. I need to do this. 
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8/2014: Sometimes I just can’t calm my mind, it’s all fog. I have 
loads of ideas but I allow obstacles to fill me with negativity, should 
have done this long ago, intimidated, low artistic self-esteem, 
inferiority complex, fear of failure. Guilt, no energy… just want to 
sleep… then eventually I accept I need some time to read, think, 
consider… an indulgence seldom afforded. 
But I think I subconsciously used the other demands on my time as avoidance. 
1/2013: My New Year resolution is to get out of the virtue trap. I 
sabotage myself trying to be nice. Make a birthday cake, watch a 
‘family’ movie, do the washing… My excuses because I’m scared of 
being true to myself? Am I just protecting myself? Is my identity 
threatened? 
It felt selfish to be using time that could be spent on family, even though I had no 
small children to care for any more. Many years of mothering habits were hard to 
break. In The Divided Heart – Art and Motherhood, Rachel Power (2008, p1) claims: 
‘Art demands what a mother’s routine does not permit: a concentration of self, and 
the liberty to make use of artistic impulse when it arrives. Art and children are 
murky terrains: their demands all-encompassing, the rewards immeasurable.’ 
2/2012: I don’t want to make victim, confessional art. I don’t 
want just to “pick the scabs”; it needs to be more. If it’s doing art 
that makes artists then I need just to start! If I tell a victim story 
over and over, won’t that be what I am? 
9/2012: What luxury! I let myself walk and reflect, clearing all the 
‘should dos’, jobs, responsibilities. 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
Karen Stevens  39 
10/2013: Doing the official study for a Master’s is such a positive 
thing… deadlines, support from supervisors, exhibition. I take 
responsibility, it is empowering, and I’m not going to be the victim 
At first I wondered how it could be done, but I found scheduling a particular day 
(possible because I had moved to a four-day working week) beneficial. Friday was 
artmaking day, so “No, I’m not available for [lunch / shopping / baby-sitting / 
appointments with tradespeople].” I had to be very strict and mentally turn 
everything else off. I entered my studio space and closed the door, physically and 
mentally. 
2/2013: When I let go of preconceived ideas, images and 
metaphors appear spontaneously. These seem to speak of my deep 
concerns but now they are in a place where I can deal with 
them - and use them! 
Personal physical space is very important to me. I need solitude and ownership, and 
no pressure to perform. One of my supervisors identified this need in one of her 
studio visits (6/2013): ’For you, the studio is not a false concept. Space and time and 
the impetus to work are what keep an artist going. Use your guilt now as a 
rationalisation. Swing it around and say, “I should be in my studio.”’ 
Uncertainty and flow 
In A Field Guide To Getting Lost (2006, p5), Rebecca Solnit says, ‘The things we want 
are transformative, and we do not know or only think we know what is on the other 
side of the transformation.’ It is this unknown that must be embraced in the 
artist-self. As a researcher, it was this new form that did not yet exist that I had to 
find. 
As a child I was unconsciously taught low self-confidence, and therefore feared any 
act of performance. I learned that only hard work and effort warrant respect, and 
that being reflective is equal to being lazy or wasting time. These early values had to 
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be completely overturned during my research. I had to go a long way outside my 
comfort zone before I experienced the flow that brings the rewards of artistic 
learning. 
5/2014: Flow… immersive experience… in the zone… whatever it’s 
called, you can’t get there by trying to get there! But sometimes, 
when I accept I don’t know the answer and I don’t focus on 
production, but settle into a rhythm of working, the work becomes 
exciting, a sense of real understanding settles over me, and then I 
know I’m there. It’s almost spiritual; there is an awareness but it is 
unselfconscious and hours can go by uncounted - rare for me! 
Later, when I look at the visual or written work produced in this 
state, it is surprising. It feels authentic and insightful. 
Bayles (2010) says, ‘Making art can feel dangerous and revealing and precipitate 
self-doubt’ (p13), and ‘Fear about self undervalues and can stop you doing your best 
work, and fear about reception from others can stop you doing your own work’ 
(p23), and ‘The creative process leaves behind an art object. Your art is not some 
residue left when you subtract all the things you have not done, it is the full pay off 
for all the things you have done’ (p51). 
4/2012: I’m developing a workflow. I’m getting from A to Z much 
more confidently and quickly and the periods of frustration lessen 
and at these times I feel I have something worth saying! 
9/2014: There are moments when fear grips me. Perhaps I’m a 
fraud. How can I say I’m an artist? Where is the proof? 
The chronology of the above extracts may give the impression that my confidence 
decreased over time. In fact my personal confidence did waver at times, particularly 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
Karen Stevens  41 
when nothing seemed to be working out, but these periods of self-doubt became 
fewer and shorter, and I was able to deal with them in more positive ways. The 
strength of autoethnography is that it allowed me insights that other research 
methods could not have given me. 
In researching this concept of flow, I was led to Csíkszentmihályi’s seminal work 
Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (1990) in which he outlines his theory 
that people are happiest when they are in a state of flow. In an interview with John 
Geirland of Wired magazine (Geirland 1996), Csíkszentmihályi described flow as 
‘being completely involved in an activity for its own sake. The ego falls away. Time 
flies. Every action, movement, and thought follows inevitably from the previous 
one, like playing jazz. Your whole being is involved, and you're using your skills to 
the utmost.’ 
When I first started the research, working on the layers piece (see Figure 4.8 to 
Figure 4.15), I conducted a constant conversation with myself, at first in my teacher 
voice - all the things I tell and expect of my students: to be spontaneous, trust the 
process. When I eventually let down my defences, became more completely honest, 
I was able to develop a tolerance for uncertainty. The experience of having no 
expectation, no end product in mind, was truly empowering. I was acting intuitively, 
and reading myself and my experience into every action, looking inward, and each 
layer had its own narrative. 
Mentoring the mentor 
A large part of taking on the artist role is to speak like an artist. As a teacher I have 
presented the work of artists in a range of contexts, to educate and motivate 
students, to find ways to help them frame their own work and improve their 
conceptual and technical knowledge. I offer them advice but know that, if they are 
fragile and vulnerable, delicacy is needed. When I am working alone in the studio, it 
is easy to get caught in a downward spiral, so having the support and validation of 
others can be reassuring. The first meeting with a supervisor in my studio was 
incredibly motivating and empowering. I had only a few things to show her but she 
was very supportive and positive. I usually prefer to work alone, but I found this 
sharing invigorating. In our discussions, she encouraged me to take on different 
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roles, allowing us to move between artistic, researcher and pedagogical discussions. 
This mentoring gave me strength and I developed a finer appreciation of the great 
importance of my role as mentor to students. 
Three teaching colleagues and artists also visited the studio. My conversations with 
them strengthened my will to continue. I was talking about my work, and in doing 
so, creating more meaning for myself. They were supportive, yet pushed me to 
explain myself in artistic terms, providing stimulus for more work. 
One teacher in particular, visiting my studio, assisted the interconnected process of 
practice, reflection, making, more reflection. Our discussions covered topics such as 
what I want to communicate, how it might be exhibited to best meet this objective, 
the materiality of the process, and personal struggles. 
Visits to artists’ studios and attending master classes became valuable tools in my 
efforts to ‘be the artist’, to be able to say ‘in my practice’ and ‘in my studio’. 
Presentations to other higher-degree research students early in my study, while 
intimidating, gave me more opportunities to take on the researcher identity and 
speak in more authoritative ways than teaching allows. 
Presenting at the 2014 InSEA (International Society for Education through Art) 
conference in Melbourne increased my personal confidence, and gave more 
authenticity to the study and my researcher identity. 
5/2012: Having a mentor that validates the artistic role is very 
powerful. It allows strength by identity and confidence that the 
process will lead somewhere. 
Privileging the process 
Throughout this study, my own material and conceptual research have been of 
great importance, but on many occasions I noted the need to trust in the creative 
process, to fulfil the process tasks that take me progressively through the work. 
Much of this action was tacit, the reflective nature of the research allowing for 
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documentation of the physical outcome of the process and the parallel internal 
dialogue. 
8/2012: I have a romantic notion of the artist creating great work 
from the struggle within, that the amount of effort will equal 
worth. The more screwed up the artist, the better the work… 
I realise that the reality is more than that. It’s not about how 
fragile one is but how deeply one looks… 
I’ll need to make failures. I’m starting as a novice! 
In conversation with John Gruen (1991) in 1976 (cited in Popova 2014) Agnes 
Martin said: “The artist lives by perception, so that what we make is what we feel. 
The making of something is not just construction. It’s all about feeling… everything, 
everything is about feeling… feeling and recognition!” 
6/2013: The process is a genuine exploration. Each layer is another 
idea, the mark making the shape of the torn tissue, the scar the 
negative space. Is this enough? 
At times I have had to pause to see the art works in the research, 
allowing the process to come together as a work of art. The process 
is embodied in the work. 
4/2014: I’m trying to follow my supervisors advice and forget 
about the canon, try to loosen your grip and consider trusting the 
process. Nurture this trust, try things out, find an interesting path. 
I’m learning to trust my judgement and look at the research works 
in good faith. 
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When I mentor students, I tend to say, “What do you want to 
achieve? ... Where are you taking this work?” I expect them to be 
able to articulate where they are within the process and where they 
are going. For once I’m going to try not to do this with myself. I 
don’t know the outcome and I won’t. 
Summary of the stages and other research 
5/2015: Through reflection and discourse in diverse roles of 
teacher, student, researcher and artist, I have come to a deeper 
understanding of myself through the artistic process and using 
metaphors that help to communicate this understanding in written 
and visual forms. There has been an element of writing myself into 
understanding. 
In Contextual Review, I referred to Jonathon Silverman’s 2009 article Cross Dressing: 
Educators As Artists and his five stages of reclaiming artistic identity. 
The word ‘reclaiming’ is somewhat misleading as these teachers embrace the arts 
and have had some understanding of the artistic process in their past, but would 
not necessarily identify themselves as having been artists. Essentially they are 
exchanging the robes of classroom manager for those of artist throughout a 
one-semester university course. 
The five stages Silverman (2009) identified are: unblocking creativity, reinventing 
work habits, being absorbed in the creative process, communicating about work, 
and expanding perception. While these do not align exactly with the features I 
developed from my own data (see page 34), there is a strong connection. 
Silverman’s work affirms my own findings and gives a more complete picture of 
how artistic practice might emerge. 
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Of particular interest is the positive correlation of some of the conditions that 
appear to increase the possibility of arts practice of a high quality occurring. These 
include harnessing time for reflection away from the classroom, and the fears that 
have to be faced when getting started. 
Art as a gift 
It was not as if I had not made any art before I started this study. I had, but my work 
was confined to predictable projects. I made art as gifts and teaching samples, like 
this work (Figure 4.1) demonstrating a five-block registered woodcut for a year 10 
printmaking unit, or the stencilled painting (Figure 4.2) for my daughter’s birthday. 
These works fitted well into the traditional school art paradigm identified as early as 
1976 by Arthur Efland (1976), and reflect the gap between art-world art and school 
art. 
 
 
 
Figure 4.1 Lilies, 2010 
Woodcut 
25cm x 18cm 
 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
46 Karen Stevens  
 Figure 4.2 Strength, 2012 
Digital print 
160cm x 55cm 
I did not have a body of work, I did not exhibit work, I did not talk to my students in 
the artist’s voice, and therefore I did not feel that I had a personal arts practice. Any 
deeper meaning or symbolism that came to me through making such works added a 
depth to the process, a feeling of being artistic but not really being an artist. 
While it was still a pleasure to be involved in making the works and to enjoy the 
process, I generally had a good idea of the outcome and despite the works 
themselves being well received by family or students, they were not particularly 
challenging or satisfying for me. 
The need for an exhibition 
I needed to have a public exhibition because I believe it is essential to what it means 
to be an artist. It might have been process work (a point in time), but as it 
happened, the research led to what I believed was resolved works. Having the 
exhibition would also give me the opportunity to receive critiques of my work from 
artists, teachers, students and mentors. 
At high school, I had very committed art teachers, and students’ works were 
exhibited at school and in the local community. Studying art education at college 
was a real let-down for me. In the three years I was there, I was never involved in an 
exhibition or received real mentoring from a tutor. I suspect most staff lecturing in 
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the art department did not even know my name. The Lamina exhibition felt like an 
important milestone on the road to authenticity. 
9/2014: The final-year students are hanging their exhibition in the 
QACI gallery. The next exhibition in this space will be mine. I have 
started to share this with my students. Last week staff had to write 
a bio for a school publication. The phrases ‘practicing artist’ and 
‘solo exhibition in 2015’ appear in this. Exhilarating and 
frightening. 
I selected the materials and techniques to exploit and promote my conceptual 
focus, over a long enough period to allow me to revisit, review, select, reject and 
produce a cohesive body of work. 
I took risks by sharing personal subject matter and trusting in the art process. As my 
confidence grew, I was increasingly able to develop an artistic process that would 
communicate my ideas effectively. 
3/2015: Three years engaged in intense reflection and questioning 
my values, beliefs and culture have heightened my self-awareness 
and sensitivity to subtle meanings and their therapeutic value. Not 
so much self-improvement but a deep sense of what is important 
and a precise way of expressing this. It has not been about breaking 
new ground, cutting-edge work, cleverness or inventing, but rather 
an honest act of discovery. 
4/2015: The exhibition feels like one of the biggest things I’ve done 
professionally or personally. A true milestone. Seeing students 
recording the works as they would in any other artist’s exhibition, 
and their genuine encouragement are moving and uplifting. 
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Creative outcomes 
‘The object is simply the imprint, the trace of the creative activity’ (Beuys, in Beuys 
& Harlan 2004, p1). 
This section begins with an autoethnographic explanation of the process work and 
material research and is followed by an outline of the final exhibition, Lamina. 
Series of works: sustaining themes 
The dialogue of the walls 
The hundreds of photographs I took of the walls in Hanoi document a moment in 
each one’s history. I considered each surface a metaphor for the self - all the events 
that have happened: all the relationships, hurts, joys and scars that have left their 
imprint - some fading with time, some getting deeper. There is a beauty in this 
layering of palimpsest, decay, weathering, erosion, scarring, staining, 
fragmentation, rusting and collection of residue. It is a record of actions and 
memories, but the destruction and erasure also lead to regeneration and renewal. 
The rust, lichens and advertising behave like art media - building up and removing 
the surface with layers, overlays and erasure. 
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Figure 4.3 Original photos taken in Hanoi streets 
When cropped, these photographic images allow us to look at the surfaces in the 
abstract, without needing to recognise them as walls. I stood on the streets to take 
these images, and in post-production I decided to return them to a form of display 
that enabled their return to the wall in a vertical panorama of with an aspect ratio 
of 1:2.4. 
The conceptual sense of the wall as palimpsest, or overwritten, became a starting 
point for material research. Using various media, I responded to my own lived 
experience, history and emotions in an attempt to answer the question of personal 
authenticity that I had posed for this study. 
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Figure 4.4 Dialogue of the Walls 1, 2 and 3 (Vietnam 2013) 
Digital photographs 
Figure 4.5 Dialogue of the Walls 4, 5 and 6 (Vietnam 2013) 
Digital photographs 
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Figure 4.6 Dialogue of the Walls 7, 8 and 9 (Bali 2013) 
Digital photographs 
At about this time, my journal pages started to document this conceptual 
development. 
 
Figure 4.7 Pages from visual journal, April 2013 
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Therapy in the strata 
“A complete biography of a work of art extends from inspiration to expiration. Like 
a living organism, the fullness of an artwork’s life stages unfolds from the inspiring 
spark of its inception, through its gestation in the studio, to its delivery into the 
cultural arena.” (Weintraub 2003, p122) 
 
Figure 4.8 Strata progress (1) - images and details 
Over a period of about six weeks, I built up a surface with canvas, card, sculpted 
tissue paper, acrylic paint, ink, sprayed enamel and handwritten text on top of all. 
   
Figure 4.9 Strata progress (2) - images and details 
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The tissue paper and PVA glue ‘barnacles’ or growths on the surface were fragile at 
first, then with more layers of the tissue they thickened and hardened, covering the 
surface below. 
5/2013: I am so very sensitive, so ‘thin skinned, I create protective 
barriers. 
Cutting through the card with a scalpel, tearing at the outer surface, the substrate 
was revealed, then resealed and repaired with tissue paper. 
5/2013: The fragile underlayer is revealed: the memories, hurts, 
healing of the past. 
In my work, there are metaphors and symbols: the memories, hurts, healing of the 
past in the fragile layering. Or the works can be experienced purely aesthetically. 
6/2013: Black horizontal brush strokes: the action of the stroke is 
therapeutic and helps to strata the layers of experience. Wide brush, 
pure black ink. The bigger, broader mark is expressive, childlike, not 
restricted, intuitive. Time is forgotten and the intangible is taking a 
form. Unconscious calculations take place. 
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Figure 4.10 Strata progress (3) - details 
Using the text from an old diary, written in anguish, allowed me to offload an 
experience. I quickly wrote over the entire surface of the canvas. 
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6/2013: In fact, the whole process has been one of offloading, 
getting it off my chest, the scars and stains that I hide … Forget 
about the end product. 
6/2013: I’m comfortable in my private (sacred!) studio space; I 
have no obligation to show anyone. I start to appreciate and crave 
this alone time. 
   
Figure 4.11 Strata progress (4) - images and details 
The text was quite readable, there was too much on display, so I whitewashed the 
surface. 
7/2013: … but the past still shows through, just the traces, 
remnants. 
I tore tissue paper and glued it to the surface. It needed a defining line. That line 
became a stitched line around the tear. 
7/2013: I’m fixing, mending (how typical of me!) 
Then there was more sanding back. Taking the electric sander to the surface and 
removing all the barnacles, raised paint and card was satisfying. I continued to work 
intuitively… ripping, removing, subtracting, erasing, whitewashing. 
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Figure 4.12 Strata progress (5) - images and details 
A particular shape began to repeat. This shape has a history. It’s the shape of my 
skin cancer scar, it suggests the wound, and it became a personal symbol. 
 
Figure 4.13 Scar shapes 
This scar shape then developed a sutured edge that continued to appear in many 
forms. 
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7/2013: This shape in some way resembles all that has gone before, 
visually and emotionally. 
I only saw the strength of some of these associations in hindsight. Once realised, 
however, I revisited them again and again throughout the study. 
 
 
 
Figure 4.14 Strata progress (6) - images and details 
The work progressed intuitively. When a combination of elements communicated 
something important, I photographed it. First, I photographed to document the 
process but then this objective way of seeing, cropping, composing was enticing in 
its own right, and new images emerged as photographs. The photographs gave me 
an opportunity to see differently. I saw things in a fresh way through the camera 
lens. 
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7/2013: A rich metaphor has developed. The wound as something 
to evaluate, attend to, cleanse, knit together. And the suture, with 
its medical overtones, righting wrongs, healing. Wounds can fester 
and poison or heal and renew, and that’s what my memories, my 
experiences have done for me, leaving traces, scars, remnants. 
   
Figure 4.15 The wound and sutures 
6/2013: Feeling broken, overwhelmed, sense of complete 
vulnerability, separate from everyone, totally alone, exhausted, 
weak. I ooze emotion through my skin, I won’t be a victim… 
mending, heeling, sutures. Use this in my work. 
From this process of material research, I extracted a way of working in which the 
process itself became the artwork. It allowed me to give consideration to and 
theorize about making. This felt empowering. Something was resolved and it felt 
worthy and brave. I was finding myself in the process. The writing was helping me 
to create a bridge to the visual, evoking meaning, but it was not necessarily fine art. 
6/2013: I can see the one concept being disseminated through 
different forms and media, variations on the theme. 
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Supervisor (transcript of discussion): ‘The whole thing reads as an enormous volume 
of things… It’s like a brainstorming… The overriding idea is of a patina, worn away, 
added to. But each element has own set of symbols, material processes and 
features. In this process there is an element of the abject, getting things off your 
chest, scars, stains and personal parts of life that are often hidden. It’s like a 
swampy pond; put it under a microscope… You’re finding your own philosophical 
position, the way you spoke about it, look at it, you must recognize it as an 
artwork.’ 
Pieces from the layers canvas were cut and arranged on a new surface covered with 
the black strata. This became the extracted essence of the previous few months of 
process. 
  
Figure 4.16 Strata and Scars, diptych, 2013 
Acrylic on canvas 
88cm x 47cm 
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It felt as if I had truly resolved something personal, and it’s wonderful when 
someone sees this within it. 
This was the beginning – the concepts and forms then seemed to take on a life of 
their own, and the flow of ideas became a torrent. 
Each step in the process drove the next, but it was not completely linear. I let the 
impulses take me, and only when I looked back did I see the connections that 
allowed me to draw a connecting line. The ‘looking forward’ is such a teacher role. 
6/2015: I am constantly planning, long term, short term, lessons, 
assessment, due dates, being aware of week numbers, scaffolding 
tasks for students to reach a goal. Perhaps it is the mark of identity 
as an artist that I can let go of the timetable of life and reflect. 
 
Figure 4.17 Reworked digital images from the Strata and Scars painting 
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I continued with the imagery, distilling the elements even further using digital 
editing until they resonated and provided just the essence of all that had gone 
before (Figure 4.49). The imagery was less cluttered now, and summed up the 
whole process to date. 
Simplicity remained after the colour had been extracted. After each image had been 
mirrored, the energy increased. It seemed complete and bizarrely human. It was 
now both predictable and hallucinatory, with wings, jaws, lungs and pelvis. 
Residue 
Rusted and corroded metal, bark and crumbling timber are the material subjects for 
the physical layers in Residue (Figure 4.18). I stacked these materials and then 
photographed them. Unlike the Lamina works (Figure 4.32 on page 72), the 
captured images in Residue were completely transformed, revealing new spatial 
associations and connections. 
  
Figure 4.18 Digital photographs of collaged materials 
I continued to manipulate digitally the original images, cropping, deepening blacks, 
grouping the pixels and mirroring (Figure 4.48). 
The images are reminiscent of the Rorschach test, and its use to delve into the 
sub-conscious. 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
62 Karen Stevens  
4/2014: I’m noticing new things, about myself, methods, 
materials, conceptual relationship between these. 
The nest 
The nest appears both physically and symbolically in my work. The concepts behind 
the many works in which I incorporated the nest refer to family life - life within the 
nest. The integrity of the family is never perfect; members carry the residue of their 
life experiences and what is hidden or revealed is not always within our control. 
Attempts to heal and mend become a part of the family structure and therefore its 
strength. 
Healing and mending are represented in the form of the latex ‘skin’ from a seedpod, 
reminiscent of the shape of surgical scars that have been sutured into the nest. 
I experimented with rust stained fabrics. Ghost monoprints were torn and moulded 
into nests, then stitched and mended (Figure 4.22). 
  
Figure 4.19 Ghost prints 
8/2012: The ghost prints reveal the traces of what was pressed 
into them. Every experience leaves a residue, a trace on the 
individual. 
For the nest to be mended - this is what we all want – healing, mending, family 
reconciliation, intervention… 
3/2013: The nest, the place to nurture, repair, heal, comfort. 
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 Figure 4.20 Sutured Nests, 2014 
Series of 3 digital 
photographs of 
rust-stained fabric, tissue 
paper, sewing thread 
Each photograph 
40cm x 60cm 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4.21 All Nests Have Scars, 2015 
Details of nests in installation 
Monoprints on tissue and rice paper, sewing 
thread 
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Figure 4.22 Sensitivity, 2014 
Digital print 
160cm x 55cm 
 
Figure 4.23 Pod and Nest, 2013 
Digitally manipulated photographs 
38cm x 25cm and 38cm x 17cm 
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Figure 4.24 Evolving, 2014 
Collage, ink, acrylic on folded paper 
120cm x 30cm 
When I feel stuck or overwhelmed, if I give myself the calm, non-judgemental space 
to simply work through the technique or concept, small parts of the answer slowly 
emerge. Tufnell (2004, p110) found that ‘each time we work, something of what we 
need will emerge, but an image may take a long time, many attempts and a long 
struggle’. 
Thin-skinned 
10/2014: Skin - covers, protects, barrier, tactile, stretching 
(stretch to breaking point). 
Save your own skin, thin-skinned, thick-skinned, get under my 
skin, save your hide. 
Skin as a memory device, dermo-graphia – skin writing. 
Wound/scar/bruise/blemish/stretch mark/scab/wrinkle 
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The flexible nature of latex allowed me to capture delicate surface textures on a 
‘skin’ (Figure 4.25). After months of experimenting, material research was starting 
to pay off. 
12/2014: I’m recognising where it is working, visually exciting and 
hitting the concept, becoming a vehicle for expression. Starting to 
exploit those that speak …these skinned pieces are the process, the 
residue that’s left, learning to trust my judgement. 
 
Figure 4.25 Latex skin being 
removed from a 
palm tree 
12/2014: I feel like I’m confident enough to explore new ideas and 
risk rejection of my work. While I still make work that looks like 
art’ it’s still fairly safe. But the skins take me away from this and I 
feel a higher level of authenticity with these works. This is where 
the communication is really starting to happen between me and 
the work I’m creating, fewer thoughts of approval. 
I feel I’m being challenged more, the work is more provocative. 
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Figure 4.26 Latex skin experiments 
 
 
Figure 4.27 Latex skins drying 
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Figure 4.28 Thin Skinned in progress 
The skin is used here as a material and as a metaphor for a memory, a map of one’s 
life, the wounds, scars, blemishes, stretch-marks, scabs and wrinkles. 
Latex, like the camera in other works in the exhibition, allowed me to capture the 
elements of a surface. I collected many skins from a wide variety of surfaces, some 
of which were covered with all sorts of debris. I selected these skins stuck with 
debris for Thin Skinned, because they hold intriguing histories of the surfaces they 
came from. 
The shape of the internal skeleton recalls the shapes of the scar and the seed pod 
used in other of my works. I sewed the skins together in a patchwork, using suture 
stitches, and stretched the pelt tightly over the frame. The suture is a way of 
repairing wounds, a metaphor for righting wrongs. 
Lighting the structure from the inside allowed close inspection of the wounds, scars, 
blemishes and wrinkles that the skins hold as memories. 
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Figure 4.29 Thin Skinned, 2015 (detail) 
Sculptural installation: bamboo, cane, cable ties, latex skins, waxed thread 
210cm x 300cm x 65cm 
The tactile quality of the latex elicits different responses in different people, from 
inviting to repugnant. Skin itself is familiar as a verbal metaphor in expressions such 
as ‘thick skinned’, ‘get under my skin’, ‘sell your hide’, ‘save your own skin’. 
Anatomy of hurt 
Anatomy of Hurt refers to our attempts to compartmentalise areas of our lives and 
select what is revealed and what is hidden. 
Using emotional interpretations of body position and vintage medical images of 
body parts - heart, brain, clenched teeth, and intestines – I produced light-sensitive 
cyanotype fabrics. These represent sites of physical pain that I see as garments that 
we wear or pack away.  
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Figure 4.30 Anatomy of Hurt in the making 
Strata 
The Strata works started with a thick, dark monoprint. I then scraped the ink from 
the surface to reveal the paper underneath. I used a torn-paper stencil and heavily 
reduced white ink to screenprint. The screenprint only partly covered the surface 
below, allowing glimpses of it. I added textural elements using monoprinted bird's 
nest, seed pods, fabrics and leaves that built new layers and a new surface. Last, I 
hand-stitched latex ‘skins’, peeled from seed pods, to create final surface features. 
    
Figure 4.31 Strata series – details of images in progress 
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Lamina 
I cropped images of the walls and other weathered surfaces, then selected them in 
sets of three to be projected onto a plain screen. 
 
Figure 4.32 Lamina Three by Ten, 2015 
Digital projections of 10 triptychs looping for 2½ minutes 
(Stills of the first 4 triptychs) 
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Lamina: planning and designing the final exhibition 
The exhibition as a whole established methods of making that I can claim as my 
own. Early experimentation was very lengthy and an important part of establishing 
my own intuitive style of working, both conceptually and materially. 
I have already described the processes I used during development, supported by 
autoethnographic data. In the following section, I will outline the various aspects of 
putting together the exhibition. 
Application for funding 
The practical aspects of curating the show required a successful funding application 
that incorporated in-kind support in terms of artists’ talks to 140 students in eight 
art classes, and manual assistance with lighting, IT and other manual work. 
Promotion and publicity 
Promoting the exhibition included digital and card invitations, posters for the 
outside of the building, and advertising through online newsletters and social 
media. In the event, more than 80 people attended the opening night on Friday 
24 April 2015. The Appendix includes copies of the exhibition invitation and poster. 
Title 
Over three years I had completed works that met my expectations of what it means 
to be an emerging artist. To bring a selection of these together into a coherent 
exhibition required analysis of the associations between the works, many of which 
had been unconscious. The title Lamina, meaning a thin surface layer, with its links 
to botany, medicine, science, technology and geology, held within it the essence of 
the concepts explored in the works. Associated words, such as derma, parchment, 
bark, crust, coating, film, skin, surface, sheath, strata, tissue, husk and membrane, 
could all find a place in the descriptions of the works, as diverse as they were. 
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Figure 4.33 Lamina exhibition entry sign 
Choice of space 
While in many ways I may have felt less vulnerable holding my first exhibition 
remote from the QUT arts precinct, my school, the students, colleagues and 
parents, having the exhibition in the school’s Gallery 61 had the benefits of easy 
access both for me in hanging and curating the works and for art classes to visit, and 
my familiarity with the space. 
For the previous three years, I had helped students to curate and hang their work in 
Gallery 61 for the annual graduation exhibitions. Now it was my turn to exhibit. 
Curating the eleven works and series took just over a week. 
Layout and lighting 
I chose to use the ground floor of the two levels available, because it was the more 
conducive to the dark spaces and controlled lighting, grouping and flow I wanted to 
achieve. 
The final exhibition floor plan is shown in Figure 4.34. 
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 Figure 4.34 Exhibition floor plan 
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Figure 4.35 View of ground floor of Gallery 61 from above 
The installations that required specific lighting were the first to be placed in the 
gallery. First, I needed to master the film software and convert the thirty selected 
cropped images of Lamina three by ten (2 on floor plan) into 2½ minutes of film. In 
the final hanging, I had to solve the problems of positioning the digital projection 
and darkening a suitable space not intended for screening film. 
Lighting was also very significant in communicating the meaning of All nests have 
scars (4 on floor plan) to reveal the otherwise-invisible layers and the traces in the 
ghost monoprints. After extensive experimentation I found that only a theatre 
spotlight could provide lighting powerful enough to illuminate the delicate vessels 
as they wafted and floated. Each nest is individual but relates to the others. The 
shadows create combinations of the forms into new shapes. Creating the white 
space under the stairs allowed for multiple hanging points, strong shadows and safe 
use of the very hot spotlight. 
Thin skinned (10 on floor plan) required a soft light from inside the form that would 
reveal all the scarred surface of the latex. Using the small store room as an 
exhibition room for this work allowed me not only to remove daylight but also to 
create a more intimate space for contemplating the form. 
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I installed Anatomy of Hurt in situ, taking a whole day to arrange it, as there were so 
many variables and I had never set it up completely before. I had to decide how to 
place the hanging and folded cyanotype cloths and the hollow rusted trunk. The 
suitcases with their own patina of age represent personal baggage, the journey or 
the human story. I grouped the components of the work as three separate parts of 
a narrative or acts in a play. 
Once I had placed these works, I organised to link concepts or media, such as the 
nest or digital images in vertical formats. 
I selected the six pieces shown in Figure 4.44 from the 16 in the Strata series. They 
bring together symbolic elements of the Lamina body of work – layers, skin, scars, 
sutures and the nest. I placed these along the remainder of the wall (7 on floor 
plan). I chose to frame these fairly traditionally to reference the protocols of 
printmaking and physically protect aspects of the works such as the bird’s nest. 
Didactics 
While I wanted the works in the Lamina exhibition to be appreciated for the 
aesthetic qualities and deeper meanings, I wanted to inform and enrich the viewer’s 
experience by sharing my artist’s intention. The works relied heavily on visual or 
material metaphor, and I had to decide how much should be revealed in the work 
itself and how much in written form. In the event I included didactics that would 
give some insight but not tell the viewer what they must think or feel. 
The viewers seemed to appreciate the information on the didactics, with numerous 
comments on the feedback forms stating this. For example: ‘It was very helpful to 
read your comments alongside your art and then get a further insight from you. It 
really added meaning for me.’ 
The Appendix includes the didactics in full. 
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Exhibition Opening 
At the opening, I as the artist introduced the exhibition. Amelia Walters, one of my 
past art students and a graduate of the school, and one of my supervisors spoke 
about their impressions of the work. 
 
Figure 4.36 Amelia Walters speaking at the exhibition opening 
Viewers’ critique 
I sought written feedback from the attendees on the opening night and over the ten 
days of the exhibition. I received 78 individual responses on the forms provided. I 
found these responses quite moving, especially where students had taken the time 
to write detailed, insightful and encouraging comments. The Appendix has samples 
of feedback. 
Amelia Walters, who had spoken at the opening, wrote a review of the exhibition 
called Lamina – where scar tissue forms new skin. Here is a brief excerpt (the 
Appendix includes her complete review). 
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In a setting of white walls and bright lights, natural objects are transformed 
into artificial entities and the inorganic is overcome by natural processes of 
decay and rusting. They co-exist within the exhibition space as reminders of 
transformations past and present. Immersed in this space, in the face of 
regeneration, is where hope and nostalgia meet.’ 
Lamina: the artist’s voice 
The DVD attached to the back cover of this document contains a nine-minute virtual 
tour of the Lamina exhibition. 
I could have displayed the Lamina exhibition as separate exhibitions of minimal 
bodies of work, but I wanted the diverse media and multiple perspectives to enrich 
the viewers’ understanding of the Lamina concept. The eleven works, shown in 
exhibition views below, each add another layer to the understanding of the 
concept, and from that perspective are one body of work. Discussions I had on the 
opening night, during gallery open days and with students on class visits convinced 
me that many viewers had appreciated the concepts I had carefully presented in 
diverse ways. 
The opening didactic attempts to communicate the diverse yet unified message of 
the exhibition: 
Surfaces are scarred, eroded, stained, rusted in the normal course of their existence. 
These wounds and the attempts to heal them tell a dramatic story, but also expose a 
history of trauma in the layers beneath. 
Lamina exploits a variety of media and processes to represent the traces of damage 
and repair in the strata. 
It was the weathered walls of Hanoi that inspired the Lamina concept. 
Consequently, in the final curation of the exhibition, six of the Dialogue of the Walls 
works were selected as the first the viewer sees when entering the gallery. 
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Figure 4.37 Video still from the Lamina exhibition 
Three of the Dialogue of the Walls works installed 
The rust, lichens and advertising signs behave like art media building up and 
removing the surface with layers, overlays and erasure. These photographs record 
the current state of a surface that is in a constant state of becoming something 
new. They lead to the Lamina, Three by Ten projections. 
 
Figure 4.38 Lamina Three by Ten, 2015 
Each projection 150cm x 150cm, total area 150cm x 650cm 
Still of digital projections 
I provided a lounge in this darkened, quiet space, away from the street. Throughout 
the time of the exhibition, it was common to see viewers sitting and watching the 
projections transition. I timed the projections to allow the viewer to apprehend 
each image separately but also to see it as a part of an ever-changing triptych. 
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Harsh Words is the signature work for the exhibition. It hints at the content of work 
that lies further into the space. The nest, often repaired or tampered with, appears 
both physically and symbolically within the Lamina exhibition. The nest is presented 
as a place to nurture, repair, heal and comfort. 
 
 
Figure 4.39 Harsh Words and detail, 2014 
Bird’s nest, latex, cotton 
thread 
Circa 30cm diameter 
 
 
Figure 4.40 Sutured Nests works hanging in exhibition 
Series of three digital photographs of rust-stained fabric, tissue paper, sewing thread 
Each photograph 40cm x 60cm 
In contrast with the real nest, the fabricated Sutured nests, prioritises a 
two-dimensional photographic aesthetic, while All nests have scars exploits 
three-dimensional space and time. They twist delicately in the gentle breeze, 
revealing the sutured scars and traces of hurt. 
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Figure 4.41 All Nests Have Scars, 2015 
Installation of 16 paper sculptures 
Monoprints on tissue and rice paper, sewing thread 
Circa 200cm x 200cm x 150cm 
Anatomy of Hurt dominates this space, with the life-size falling figure demanding 
attention. However, in close, the viewer can read the narrative left to right, in three 
parts or as individual details. The work shares the attempts we make to 
compartmentalise areas of our lives and select what is revealed, what is hidden, and 
the physical pain and illness that come from emotional hurt. 
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Figure 4.42 Anatomy of Hurt, 2015 (2 views) 
Installation: cotton cyanotype 
fabric, archival anatomy images, 
suitcases 
Circa 150cm x 300cm x 150cm 
 
 
Figure 4.43 Anatomy of Hurt, 2015 (detail) 
Installation: cotton cyanotype fabric, archival anatomy images, suitcases 
Circa 150cm x 300cm x 150cm 
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The Strata series brings together many of the symbolic elements of the Lamina 
body of work –layers, skin, scars, sutures and the nest - presenting them as 
traditional compositions. Perhaps because of this completeness, these works were 
particularly satisfying to make. I wanted the viewer to go in close to observe the 
fine detail. I will continue to extend this series. They were the final works I created 
for the exhibition, and I feel there is more to explore using the variables of 
monoprint, screen print, transparency and textural overlay manipulated for diverse 
meanings and composition. 
   
   
Figure 4.44 Strata 1 to 6, series of 6, 2015 
Collaged images: monoprint, screenprint, latex skins, sewing thread, birds nest 
Each 45cm x 36cm 
 
Figure 4.45 Video still of exhibition with Strata and Residue works 
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Figure 4.46 Studio Debris 1, 2015 
Collected materials 40 x 40 x 15cm 
 
Figure 4.47 Studio Debris 2, 2015 
Collected materials 40 x 40 x 15cm 
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The rusted and corroded metal, bark and crumbling timber in Studio Debris 1 and 
Studio Debris 2 are captured, cropped, deepened and mirrored to reveal new 
associations and connections in Residue 1, 2 and 3. At eye level, faces, insects and 
monstrous creatures might be seen. 
   
Figure 4.48 Residue 1, 2 and 3, series of 3, 2014 
Digitally manipulated photographs 
each 100cm x 50cm 
While similar in composition and scale, the Distilled works are the result of a lengthy 
process of reducing complex images to their essence. I then reflected each work to 
facilitate predictable and imaginary interpretations. 
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  Figure 4.49 Distilled 1 and 2, series of 2, 2014 
Digitally manipulated images of an ink painting/collage 
each 160cm x 50cm 
The exhibition finishes in a room lit only by the soft glow of Thin Skinned. Its skin is 
both material and a metaphor for memory and a map of one’s life - wounds, scars, 
blemishes, stretch marks, scabs and wrinkles. The suture is our way of knitting 
together wounds, a metaphor for righting wrongs. 
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Figure 4.50 Thin Skinned, 2015 
Sculptural installation: bamboo, cane, cable ties, latex skins, waxed thread 
210cm x 300cm x 65cm 
Creating Lamina has been transformative for me. My intention was to engage 
viewers at a personal level, for them to contemplate the strata of their lives and 
relationships and find the optimism in the healing. 
Insights and implications of this study 
I have not labelled this section Conclusions, because that would imply an end. What 
I can say is that at this point, after three years of intense self-study and reflection, I 
have gained certain insights in my attempted transition from art teacher to 
artist-teacher. While these insights are based on personal experience and may not 
be of general application, they provide an opportunity for reflection and perhaps 
even a catalyst for art teachers who feel the need to have their own practice. 
Many factors have come together to allow my artmaking to be a much more 
significant part of my life. Having decided to reduce my workload as a teacher and 
my children having grown up have given me the time to visit galleries more often, 
talk to artists, travel in pursuit of artistic interests, and now (most importantly) 
make art. I have a personal studio space, a supportive family, a teaching position 
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that has supported my study, students who are bright, motivated and inspirational, 
and mentors to encourage and direct me. I have been able to spend three years 
thinking, learning, observing and creating. 
11/2013: The students at my current school are very motivated, 
creative and willing to take risks. They use their work to explore 
issues related to their personal beliefs and experiences. Teaching 
here has been re-energising. 
The formal MA study, with a focus on self-reflection, dedicated 
mentors, study with other research students, and space and time 
to work in have opened up so many opportunities. 
6/2015: On rereading the above journal extract, I think that while 
all these factors where so important, overall, it was my inner desire 
that compelled me to take on the artist identity, to have the 
exhibition and reflect on the transition. I needed to do this. 
Conditions conducive to authentic artmaking 
I sought a goal of personal authenticity in this study. My experience of the process 
revealed a number of conditions that, at least for me, are pre-requisites for 
authentic artmaking. 
LEARNING TO TAKE RISKS I had to be the beginner again, take risks, be the 
vulnerable student, as I searched for a more satisfying life experience. I took myself 
out of depressing denial and towards a declaration of what was important to me. 
This process continues to be transformative and empowering. 
FIRING THE CRITIC Once I had learned I did not need to make work to 
please or impress others, I had a sense of emotional satisfaction, a sense that 
making real art came from honestly attempting to solve problems I felt were 
worthy. I then knew the results had integrity. 
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MINDFULNESS I had to take on both a mindful attitude of deep 
inward listening and a sense of playfulness. These freed me from the teacher role of 
control and predictability for a time, but later these could integrate and in fact 
became inseparable. 
TIME WITHOUT BOUNDS I found that I had to accept what was for me a new 
concept of time. Artist time is different from teacher time. It unshackles creativity, 
allowing for incubation, insight and reflection. 
EMBRACING DUAL ROLES Authenticity arose not so much from the artwork itself 
but from the personal discoveries, self-truths and fulfilment that both teaching and 
art disclosed. All rely on one’s beliefs, personal identity and motivation. I can now 
align my teacher, artist and personal selves, and that feels authentic. In 1969, 
Joseph Beuys (quoted by Sharp, cited in Verwoert 2006) said, “To be a teacher is my 
greatest work of art.” Verwoert went on to say that Beuys was a prolific teacher and 
it is impossible to differentiate his artistic practice from his teaching, as it is difficult 
to separate his life from his art. 
Art is now privileged in my work and life, and ways of making art are increasingly 
subliminal. 
Identity of emerging artist-teacher 
In this study, my primary focus has been to teach myself about making art. While 
this process was problematic and complex, I did learn how to make art.  
The most surprising revelation for me was not so much that I could teach myself 
about art, which has happened, but how dramatically my role transition has 
affected my teaching.  
This seems to be the key: a teacher who identifies as an artist can offer deeper 
insights into the artistic process which in turn prompt more profound exchanges, 
energising the exchange of ideas. ‘The artist within the art educator is the basis for 
art education. As an art educator, it is essential that I am an artist who brings 
characteristics of the creative process into my pedagogy’ (Ball 1990, p154). 
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4/2015: The new artist identity has allowed me a focus on a more 
studio-based pedagogy in my art teaching. This mutual synergy is 
more energising. I am more open to the idea of play and taking 
more time for artistic discussions. Rather than just the sum of both, 
it is the synergy achieved when taking on the hybrid role of artist–
teacher that makes it worth the effort. 
I have observed that my personal immersion in the creative process has had a 
surprisingly speedy and profound impact on my teaching. I feel I have attained a 
validity that I did not have before that comes from the experience of the shared 
desire to create. This adds an extra dimension to the artistic and intellectual 
teacher-student relationship. This has become particularly significant in my current 
teaching role at a select arts high school. As Wolfe (1995, cited in Thornton 2013, 
p67) has written, ‘An important personal characteristic of a teacher of artistically 
gifted students is that of being an artist.’ 
My understanding of creating work and receiving feedback has made me more 
empathetic to the students’ efforts and their emotional investment in their work. I 
have developed more tolerance for uncertainty. I now try even harder to create a 
learning environment that is conducive to flow and unexpected learning 
experiences. I am trying to create the conditions of a studio rather than a 
classroom. 
Borich (1995, cited in Thornton 2013, p38) communicates an aspect of effective 
teaching via the fictional dialogue of a school principal: 
One thing I discovered is that effective teachers have a purpose for teaching 
that’s more than simply presenting content. They’ve discovered for 
themselves who they really are. That can make their teaching fresh and 
exciting each day. 
Bayles (2010, p83) found that ‘what good teachers offer their students is something 
akin to the vulnerability found in a personal relationship, a kind of artistic and 
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intellectual intimacy that lets others see how they reached a specific point, not 
simply that they did reach it’. 
In the classroom where there is pressure to be productive and success is often 
measured by numerical results, there is a tendency to allow insufficient time for 
reflection and contemplation. I now allow more time for idea development, 
introducing reflective opportunities and pausing to consider moments of artistic 
significance. 
My students present their ideas, intentions and works-in-progress to the class. I 
have always ensured they learn from each other and learn how to give meaningful 
feedback. Now I find myself sharing and learning too. When external artists run 
workshops or life-drawing classes, I join in too. We learn from each other. 
Teaching now energises me more, adding to my personal experience rather than 
taking from it leaving me exhausted. There is a mutually beneficial synergy in this 
collective learning. The artist and the teacher can coexist for the benefit of all.  
Now, when a friend introduces me as artist and teacher I no longer feel like a fraud 
or apologetic. I may well be at early stages of my artistic self but it is alive and well 
and growing and demanding to be given attention. The persistent personal effort of 
the past three years, the constant self-coaching, forcing myself to question deeply 
and answer truthfully, has been successful. I have an authentic body of work that I 
am pleased to show and discuss, but more importantly, I feel I can honestly assert 
the identity of artist. 
Future research 
Now that I have, at least an emerging artist identity, further research into my own 
practices between artist, researcher and teacher could be pursued using the 
distinctly Canadian approach of a/r/tography. This form of living inquiry would 
involve writing and making in all three roles to enhance the meaning. 
Of more broad interest would be to follow the transition of other art teachers who 
desired the dual role of artist teacher to find if their experience could be both 
assisted by or parallel the findings in this study. 
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 Exhibition didactics 
Opening didactic 
Surfaces are scarred, eroded, stained, rusted in the normal course of their 
existence. 
These wounds and the attempts to heal them tell a dramatic story, but also expose 
a history of trauma in the layers beneath. 
Lamina exploits a variety of media and processes to represent the traces of damage 
and repair in the strata. 
Didactics for individual exhibits 
1. Dialogue of the Walls 1 to 6  
Series of 6 digital photographs, each 120cm x 50cm 
It is the weathered walls of Hanoi that inspired the Lamina concept. The rust, lichens 
and advertising signs behave like art media building up and removing the surface 
with layers, overlays and erasure. These photographs record the current state of a 
surface that is in a constant state of becoming something new. 
2. Lamina Three by Ten 
3 video projections containing 30 still images loop over 2½ minutes 
The beauty of the eroded, weathered, scarred and layered surfaces are projected as 
triptychs. 
3. Harsh Words 
Found bird’s nest with stitched latex ‘skin’ from seedpod 30cm x 30cm x 10cm 
The nest appears both physically and symbolically within the Lamina exhibition, 
often repaired or tampered with. 
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4. All Nests Have Scars 
Installation 200cm x 200cm x 150cm of 16 paper sculptures (Monoprints on tissue 
and rice paper, and sewing thread) 
The integrity of the family is never perfect. Each member carries the residue of their 
life experience. What is hidden and revealed is not always within our control. 
Attempts to heal and mend become a part of the family structure and therefore its 
strength. 
5. Sutured Nests 1, 2 and 3 
Series of 3 digital photographs of sculptures each 40cm x 60cm (sculptures- rust 
stained fabric, tissue paper, and sewing thread) 
The nest as a place to nurture, repair, heal, comfort. 
6. Anatomy of Hurt  
Installation 150cm x 300cm x 150cm (Suitcases, cotton cyanotype fabric, vintage 
medical images) 
Our attempts to compartmentalise areas of our lives and select what is revealed, 
what is hidden and the physical pain and illness that come from emotional hurt. 
7. Strata 1 to 6 
Series of 6 collage images each 45cm x 36cm includes monoprint, screenprint, 
latex skins, sewing thread, birds nest 
The Strata series brings together symbolic elements of the Lamina body of work –
layers, skin, scars, sutures and the nest as new compositions. 
8. Residue 1, 2 and 3 
Series of 3 digitally manipulated photographs each 100cm x 50cm 
Rusted and corroded metal, bark, crumbling timber are captured, cropped, 
deepened and mirrored to reveal new associations and connections. 
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 9. Distilled 1 and 2 
2 digitally manipulated images each 130cm x 50cm 
These images are the result of a lengthy process of reducing complex painted 
images to their essence then reflected to allow for both predictable and imaginary 
interpretations. 
10. Thin Skinned 
Sculptural installation 210cm x 300cm x 65cm (Bamboo, cane, cable ties, latex, 
waxed thread) 
The ‘skin’ is used here as material and as a metaphor for memory, a map of one’s 
life, the wounds, scars, blemishes, stretch marks, scabs and wrinkles. The suture is 
our way of knitting together wounds a metaphor for righting wrongs.  
Reminiscent of the idioms we use: ‘thick skinned’, ‘get under my skin’, ‘sell your 
hide’, ‘save your own skin’. 
11. Studio debris 1 and 2 
Collected materials including rusted metal, aged leather, seed pods, weathered 
timber and bark. 40cm x 40cm x 15cm 
Lamina: When scar tissue forms new skin -- a review by Amelia Walters 
The exhibition Lamina captures layers; scarred, stained and sewn back together. It is 
abstract and ambiguous. Shrouded in surfaces; it tells of what is publicly 
acknowledged and reveals the essence of that beneath. Lamina is a transformative 
process displaying the transient nature of structures, surfaces and people alike. 
I have found myself coming back to this exhibition, walking through it many times. 
My first time was guided by the artist, Karen Stevens, teacher at the Queensland 
Academies: Creative Industries campus. The exhibition is a product of her research 
whilst completing a Master of Arts degree. On my return, I was surrounded by 
others and then finally by myself. Whether alone or in company, Lamina has 
implications internally for our fabrication of identity and externally in our ability to 
empathise and connect with each other. Each artwork is hung within Gallery 61 of 
the Queensland Academies: Creative Industries Campus; a space whose walls have 
born so many artworks, so many different surfaces of expression. 
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In a setting of white walls and bright lights, natural objects are transformed into 
artificial entities and the inorganic is overcome by natural processes of decay and 
rusting. They co-exist within the exhibition space as reminders of transformations 
past and present. Immersed in this space, in the face of regeneration, is where hope 
and nostalgia meet. 
It is the weathered walls of Hanoi that inspired the Lamina concept. The rust, 
lichens and advertising signs behave like art media building up and removing 
the surface with layers, overlays and erasure. These photographs record the 
current state of a surface that is in a constant state of becoming something 
new. 
Karen Stevens, 2015 
And finally in an evolution of changing surfaces, what once was inorganic becomes 
the organic.  
‘Harsh Words’ is the first piece the viewer comes in contact with when entering the 
exhibition. A bird’s nest, stitched with a latex skin. The fragile and concrete manifest 
physically and symbolically within the work. Nests and skin are stitched and 
repaired and suggest we are not so far removed from our animalistic counter-parts. 
But where are the Harsh Words that have forced the retreat back to the nest? 
Moving further into the exhibition, delving deeper into the layers, the viewer is 
guided to find the tampered, decaying links. 
The artist delves into familial relationships and expresses the need for structure in a 
family unit. Represented in suspended nests that continue the motif of the stitching 
of layers; an assimilation of experiences shared and separate. 
Pushing further through conceals and literally through black drapes, I find myself in 
a darkened room, only illuminated by a glowing installation. ‘Thin Skinned’; a 
mound of flesh, sticking and a skeletal frame. 
Latex ‘skin’ is used here as material and as a metaphor for memory, a map of 
one’s life, the wounds, scars, blemishes, stretch marks, scabs and wrinkles. The 
suture is our way of knitting together wounds a metaphor for righting wrongs. 
Reminiscent of idioms we use: ‘thick skinned’, ‘get under my skin’, ‘sell your 
hide’, ‘save your own skin’. 
The soft light from within reveals every minute change the instillation has 
undergone. Nothing is hidden. The lamina concept is reversed. No longer is the 
surface layer opaque to everything underneath. The internal shines through. 
Each nest, seed pod and rusted tool is inherently linked in the artwork ‘Anatomy of 
Hurt’; a focal point for the exhibition. On the surface, the installation appears 
disconnected from its surrounds and its subject matter speaks volumes. Where all 
other pieces explore the relationships between the layers; the communication 
between the different people we are; this piece seems even more personal. It 
captures the desire to run. To pack ourselves away, to secure the hurt with locks. To 
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 compartmentalize all our experiences, to categorise each emotion. To leave the 
tattered remains of our existences, the fault lines between each other. 
But perhaps the open suitcases reveal the opposite. Could it be possible that these 
are suggestive of a new acceptance of what once hurt? Perhaps it is from these very 
suitcases that the rest of the exhibition spills forth. The material of this installation 
is the thread from which all nests and skins are tied. 
Regardless of media or subject matter, if the creation of art is a means of personal 
exploration and expression, then the exhibition of a body of work is both a 
celebration of these and an offering to viewers to do the same. Lamina is a 
conversation of artist, artwork and viewer, coloured by all the wonderful layers and 
surfaces in between. 
The artworks that line Gallery 61’s walls are the final surface of many layers of 
expression. The first time I entered this space I saw the artist reveal herself. On my 
return I observed the many viewers study and engage with the work. And finally, I 
succumbed to the pressing need to directly experience each piece, each collected 
item and associated story. 
So viewer, consider your engagement with the works surface layer and then 
speculate about the pigments and particles that form the layers below. And in turn, 
allow this process to guide you to consider the layering present in your own lives. 
These are the stories of transformation: an existence of being a work in progress. 
Perhaps it is only in the way that we stich ourselves back together, in our choice of 
thread and technique, that we truly come to know ourselves. 
TRANSITION : EXCHANGE - Establishing a visual arts practice based on personal pedagogy  
Karen Stevens  103 
Sample feedback 
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Journal Extracts 
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